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Abstract
For this research, any Spanish language usage will be in accord with Royal Academy of Spanish
guidelines.

The purpose of this qualitative study was to provide a detailed accounting of the
experiences of Latinos students who persist in higher education. The supports and barriers they
encountered, as well as their recommendations for educational stakeholders looking to effect
persistence were examined. The grand tour question guiding this research was: “What do some
Latino students and their institutions do to enable decisions to persist and how do they do it?”
Sub-Questions providing depth for the research were: (a) how do the participants make meaning
of their experiences to persist to graduate; (b) what are the participants’ perceptions of the
barriers to persistence; (c) what are the participants’ perceptions of the supports for persistence;
(d) what advice would the participants have for students seeking to persist? The theoretical
frameworks for this research considered the impact of Critical Race Theory and 3 of the classic
theories of persistence: Tinto (2013), Bean & Easton (2006) and Kuh (2006) on Latino
persistence. The data in this study were documents, semi-structured interviews, and researcher
notes. The rich, thick narratives of these underserved students detailing their journey in higher
education revealed the most compelling barriers and supports in persistence. The study’s
principal finding identified day-to-day external interactions as the apex for understanding
persistence. External factors such as: (a) the criticality of personal agency and a strong support
network; (b) the primacy of the draining personal sacrifices on decisions to persist and (c) the
crucial role institutions can still have on persistence, especially in their advising and support
vii

services programs, as well as, innovative ways to fund higher education. The participants were
critical of advising in their early years of study, but complementary of the mentor-like
relationship they developed with individual faculty members as they navigated their journey in
higher education; (d) the evolution of aspirations was a noteworthy finding, as many participants
experienced significant personal growth and progression in their life goals from their studies.
The findings also contribute to the body of literature on persistence in higher education and offer
recommendations for stakeholders looking to effect persistence.
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Chapter One
Introduction
Background of the Study
Since the 1970s there has been extensive research conducted attempting to understand
Latino student access to and persistence in higher education. Latino students have experienced a
relentless trend of underachievement in higher education and maintain the lowest level of
achievement of any major population group in America (NCES, 2018). For many years, the
research nexus focused on increasing Latino representation and on reducing institutional barriers
to participation. More recently, as graduation rates remained stagnant, Latino student persistence
and retention has emerged as an increasingly interesting topic for research.
More studies emerged considering socioeconomic and institutional factors: however, a
dearth of research remains on which specific factors, or combination of factors, are the most
impactful for Latino student persistence. Given the growing importance of Latinos within
American culture, their impact on the economy and on our national debates, recognizing why
some Latinos persist, while many other depart college before graduation is a critical theme to
explore.
To further this aim, I conducted a study of Latino student persistence to uncover the
supports and barriers they perceived along their journey through higher education. This
approach allowed the study to highlight the most compelling factors in persistence from the
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lived experiences of a population that is hard-to-reach, not easily identifiable and very small in
number.
Latinos are the fastest growing and youngest major population group in the United States.
They are also one of the largest, representing nearly 60 million people, some 18% of the total
population (Pew Research, 2017). They are an increasingly significant population in American
secondary and higher education programs. According to the National Center for Educational
Statistics, between 2000 and 2015, Latino secondary school enrollment increased from 16% to
26%, while White (61%to 49%) and African-American (17% to 15%) enrollment decreased
(NCES, 2015). Between 2005 and 2015, there was an increase in Latino participation in higher
education from 25% to 37% of all students, while there was no measurable difference in nearly
every other racial or ethnic group (NCES, Indicator 18, 2017). What is clear from the data is that
Latino students are becoming an increasingly important population in the American educational
system.
Despite the gains in access and participation, Latino students seem vexed by a continuing
challenge: their rate of graduation does not correlate with their increased participation in higher
education (Solorzano & Villalpando, 1998; Tovar, 2017; NCES, 2017). Only 1 in 12 Latinos
has a 4-year college degree, as compared to 4 in 10 Whites, 2 of 3 Asian Americans and 1 in 4
African Americans (Pew, 2014). With a college degree considered being a key to middle class
life in America, the persistently low graduation rates place many Latinos outside of a plethora of
socioeconomic benefits associated with the middle class (Brookings, 2019).
There have been many theories proffered over the years attempting to explain the
persistence challenge. Some educational stakeholders have suggested that secondary schools
push Latino students into non-college-bound programs because of their frequently challenged
2

socioeconomic situation and inadequate English language skills (Orfield & Lee, 2005),
Institutional racism (Harper, 2012), work and family obligations, or some combination of factors
has been theorized as impactful on the stagnated Latino graduation rates (Tovar, 2015).
The challenges Latino students face are, most times, no different from any other at-risk
group. At-risk students face a range of learning barriers requiring some intervention to succeed
academically. They could be at risk from socioeconomic factors such as poverty, or a
complicated family dynamic, or a lack of academic preparation (Gandara & Contreras, 2010).
Impactful background characteristics of at-risk students could include factors such as the
students’ history in education, any cultural or language barriers, and their personal study habits.
Individual factors could include the students’ particular values, goals, or social competence,
while environmental factors, such as student support services, overall cost and flexibility in
course programs and offerings, all influence student persistence (Bulger and Watson, 2006). For
many Latinos, English is their second language and may make up the most consequential
educational impediment they face. Many educational stakeholders believe a distinct correlation
between shortfalls in academic English and the lower trajectories of academic performance
exists.
To assist Latinos in improving their English, a multitude of sponsors and a cornucopia of
English as a Second Language (ESL) programs have emerged in virtually every town across
America. These programs (Pew, 2017) focus on improving English capabilities and include “life
skills” programs, family literacy, English literacy, vocational English, workplace English and
English for Academic programs (Pew, 2017). They promote equity and improve access to
educational and life opportunities for many Latinos. The quality of these programs differs, as
does their cost and convenience for English (ELL). Very few, though, seem to be able to
3

successfully prepare Latinos to persist. Regardless of the source, Latinos remain mired with the
lowest level of educational attainment of any major population group in America (Chapa, 1991;
Gandara & Contreras, 2010).
Whether programs focused on countering the shortfalls from K-12 education, or issues
more directly effecting adult students, programs developed at colleges around the country have
aimed to improve Latino persistence. Key components of these programs include improving
college outreach and transition, providing academic support services, and developing
comprehensive mentoring and role model outreach. Schools have adopted (Gandara & Contreras,
2010; Leonardo 2003a; Orfield & Frankenberg, 2012; Stovall, 2005) a wide range of program
options, including:
•

Engagement opportunities, where minority students could be invited to campus, meet
with current students, and develop a higher education cognitive map

•

Shadowing programs for students in high school

•

Need-based grants and scholarships available, particularly for minorities

•

Enhanced efforts to increase recruitment of mentors and role-models

•

Transition to a college program in the summer between high school and college where
students can familiarize themselves with campus life and take classes

•

Support groups offer tutoring, peer mentorships, and career counselors (Gandara &
Contreras 2010; Leonardo 2003a; Orfield & Frankenberg, 2012; Stovall, 2005)
Mitigating barriers to Latino persistence also have a social justice component for

America. Social justice advocates cite challenges with equal access to wealth, opportunities and
privileges with our society (Adams & Bell. 2016). It’s the application of fairness in the policies
and procedures of our social institutions, and in our political and legal policies, procedures and
4

laws. If we are truly a society grounded in social justice and its promise of equal access and
opportunity, then stubbornly insistent barriers must be mitigated.
While social justice is important, Latino persistence in higher education is also a practical
matter that calls out for action: if the nation is to stay competitive in the global economy, a group
as large and as young as Latinos cannot be allowed to flounder and underperform. In addition,
the waste of human capital and unfulfilled potentials could stagnate our own collective progress.
Educational stakeholders, therefore, should strive to identify barriers, whatever their source, and
offer realistic and effective measures to resolve them.
Context of the Research
There is extensive literature on challenges Latinos encounter in higher education.
Hernandez and Lopez (2004) characterize these challenges as a “leak in the educational pipeline”
(Hernandez and Lopez, p. 37). The educational pipeline helps students channel requisite
knowledge and skills to navigate their education but, according to Hernandez & Lopez, there is a
dogged leak in the pipeline that specifically disadvantages Latinos (Hernandez and Lopez, 2004).
Framing the issue is the comprehensive study of the Latino education achievement gap
by Patricia Gandara and Frances Contreras, in which the authors highlight inconsistent college
graduation rates for Latinos over the last 30 years (Gandara & Contreras, 2013). Their key
findings mirror the results of many other studies and describe the cumulative disadvantages
faced by Latinos, including having significant family and work obligations, living in
impoverished neighborhoods rampant with crime, stuck in underachieving schools, having little
English spoken in their home, and few family members with a high school education (Gandara &
Contreras, 2013). Furthermore, Academic English; the capacity to read, write, and think
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critically in English has been identified as additional impediments for Latino students to earn a
college degree (Getnet, 2016).
To understand the challenges of Latinos in higher education, the natural starting point is
the local community college, since over 50% matriculate into 2-year schools, which are typically
characterized by open access (open enrollment) and low retention rates (Perna et al., 2008; Pew
Hispanic Center, 2010). Community colleges have long been considered engines of access to
higher education, especially for minority communities and adult learners. However, only 34.6%
of traditional age college students (18-24 years old) graduate with a two-year degree, and 31.1%
of adult learners graduate (Tovar, 2015).
Researchers with The National Center for Education Statistics conducted a
comprehensive six-year study focused on success in attainment and persistence for students
beginning their higher education experience in a local 2-year community college (NCES, 2017).
The study found that 53% of Latinos had left school without completing a college credential,
while 11.7% earned an Associate’s Degree; and only 8.2% a Bachelor’s Degree from a college
anywhere in the country within the six years of the study. This is despite over 80% of all Latino
respondents stating their desire, at the onset of their studies, to persist through a 4-year degree
(NCES, 2017).
To further elaborate on the situation of Latinos in higher education, Esau Tovar (2015)
conducted a comprehensive quantitative study of Latino community college students. His study
is an account of how Latino students’ “interactions with institutional agents” (faculty and
academic counselors) and student support programs affected success and perseverance at a
community college (Tovar, 2015, p 46). One of Tovar’s key findings highlighted the critical
effect of “individual guidance and mentorship” (Tovar, 2015, p 63) on Latino decisions to
6

persist. According to Tovar, too many Latinos either remain unaware of the variety and depth of
the services available to them, or the students cannot take advantage of the programs because of
time limitations (Tovar, 2015).
Tovar (2015) suggests the very nature of the community college system could be a
significant factor in Latino decisions to leave and not persist. Tovar (2015) notes community
college students attend part-time, because many work full-time and have significant
responsibilities for their families’ financial well-being. For marginalized Latinos, this results in
less time on campus, less interaction with counselors and teachers, with less familiarity of
programs and services. With less time to take part in school activities and study, students’
grades and financial assistance could be jeopardized, and the development of a realistic cognitive
map, which helps individuals gain, code, sort and recall information, and focuses on successful
educational outcomes (Tovar, 2015). Toward that end, Tovar challenged college administrators
to work to ensure counseling and advising programs are in place and do a better job of
addressing unique Latino educational challenges that will cause more demonstrable persistence
results (Tovar, 2015).
Statement of the Problem
Despite increased access and participation in higher education, Latinos, the youngest and
fastest growing major population group in America, also has the lowest educational attainment
level of any group. Latinos are over-represented among the population in poverty and a face a
persistent educational attainment gap affected by social conditions and structural barriers. The
challenges Latinos face in education are not a onetime event, but reflect a persistent trend of
underachievement. Despite decades of extensive research and improvements in college support
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programs, Latino graduation rates remain unpersuasive. What are the fundamentals of an
education system that creates these outcomes? (Gandara & Contreras, 2010, Tovar, 2015).
While many Latinos leave higher education before graduating, some persist. Many from
this group succeed despite being challenged by formidable institutional, academic, cultural and
socioeconomic barriers. What explains the variance between the increased Latino participation in
higher education and stagnated graduation rates? What continues to be missing from the
research is an identification of the most important supports and barriers and the impact they have
had on student decisions to persist from the perspective of Latinos who succeeded. The grand
tour question guiding this research therefore is: “What do some Latino students and their
institutions do to enable decisions to persist and how do they do it?”
This study helped address the dearth of literature on Latino persistence, built on the
practical knowledge base and assist stakeholders looking to better understand how to affect
student persistence. Information collected from these personal narratives identified enduring
inequalities, contradictions, and inconsistencies in educational policies and procedures that
impede student achievement, while identifying supports and strategies for students enhancing
persistence.
Purpose of the Research
This study provides a detailed, persuasive accounting of the perceptions of Latino
students who persisted to graduate with at least an Associate’s degree in the last five years. It
builds on the existing practical knowledge base and may assist stakeholders looking to affect
student persistence. Knowledge has been generated by this research and its findings as the
perceptions of the participants are synthesized through the prism of experience and in the
theoretical underpinnings explored in the Literature Review.
8

This research examined institutional and psychosocial factors affecting Latino decisions
to persist through the combined lens of critical race theory and persistence and retention theory.
The study engaged research participants to capture their experiences in school and their
perceptions of the barriers and supports they encountered. It also expounded on the most critical
factors affecting their decisions to persist.
I structured this research with one overarching ‘grand tour question’ and four subquestions to guide the collection of rich, thick data on the authentic lived experiences of the
participants who persisted in higher education. I based the foundation for the study on key
components from Critical Race Theory (CRT) and three of the most prominent theories of
student retention and persistence: Tinto’s Model of Individual Departure (Tinto, 2013); Bean’s
Student Retention Model (Bean, 2001); and Kuh’s Framework for Student Success (Kuh, 2010).
These theories require an examination of the institutional supports and barriers, as considered by
CRT and psychosocial factors through the prism of the grand theories. This pragmatic,
comprehensive approach sought to uncover the significance of the rich data collected as it
applies to Latino persistence in higher education.
Positioning Myself in the Research
I am an older white male. I have lived much of my adult life abroad, primarily in Latin
America. Spanish is the lingua franca in my home. My wife is Latina and my children were
raised with one foot in two different cultures. My social contacts are still overwhelmingly from
within the Latino community. I am slightly right of center politically. I believe in providing a
helping hand, but not in giving an entitlement for life. I also believe in following the rules. I try
to live by the Maya Angelou adage: “Do the best you can until you know better. Then when you
know better, do better” (The Quotation Page, 2019).
9

When I returned to the United States in 2015, I was surprised by what I perceived as a
lack of advancement by Latinos. I could not understand how a smart, hardworking people could
be socioeconomically stagnant and simultaneously saddled by low educational achievement. The
prospect of a continued Latino malaise particularly alarmed me in higher education, as reflected
by their lackluster graduation rates. For me, education is about providing keys to open more
doors to personal and professional satisfaction. If Latinos are not graduating, they are not
securing the keys to advance. When I researched the topic in-depth, I found student persistence,
along with institutional supports and barriers, to be central to understanding the conundrum of
Latinos in higher education. This became my research azimuth.
I have had two major influences in my life that could influence my positionality in this
research. Persistence affected both center on expectations and. The first was poverty. I was
raised in poverty and neglect. It was traumatizing. For me, for too long, I could only focus on
its cruel manifestations. I had no expectations in life because I didn’t know enough to have any.
I knew nothing of persistence, because I had no reason to persevere. No one had expectations
for me, or encouraged me to persist, because I was just another kid who would not amount to
anything.
My adult experiences were unique and were significantly influenced by 28 years in the
army. I joined the army because I perceived it as my only way out. Once in the army, I was
challenged every day. I learned a lot about persistence. I served in Special Forces and infantry
units and in several unique assignments where the standards were demanding, and they expected
everything of you all the time. I have been on both ends of hostile fire. It teaches you to be
vigilant, prepared, and to overcome unexpected challenges rapidly.
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In the army you learn early on, there are no excuses… ever… for not doing what you
were supposed to do. You learn to make tough decisions, under time pressures and amidst
ambiguity and uncertainty, because that is expected. You prioritize since you never have enough
people, equipment, or time and you have to figure out a way to get the job done. You also learn
to decide based on grounded assumptions and the best information available, not your personal
preferences. I think these are important characteristics for a qualitative researcher—
thoughtfulness, focus, and a sense for the complexities of the human endeavor. The researcher
must be able to objectively sort fact from fiction and not permit personal views, or a particular
agenda, to unduly impact the research, or its findings. Limiting research bias and subjectivity
were always paramount goals in my research.
A Priori Questions
Grand Tour
1.

“What do some Latino students and their institutions do to enable decisions to
persist, and how do they do it?”

Sub-Questions
1.

How do the participants make meaning of their experiences to persist to graduate?

2.

What are the participants’ perceptions of the barriers to persistence?

3.

What are the participants’ perceptions of the supports for persistence?

4.

What advice would the participants have for students seeking to persist?

Information collected from these personal narratives explained some inequalities,
contradictions, and inconsistencies in educational policies and procedures impeding student
achievement and the individual and institutional strategies used to overcome them.
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Conceptual Framework
I assessed the supports and barriers experienced by Latino students that affected their
decisions to persist using institutional and psychosocial factors through a multi-lens perspective
of critical race, persistence, and retention theories. This approach allowed me a more
comprehensive evaluation of the issue and derive richer findings why some Latinos graduate
from college and others do not.
This study explored the history, the most important tenets and relevance of these theories
to the institutional programs, policies and procedures. This study also examined the psychosocial
factors of Latino success in higher education. This research critically examined and explored
these theories regarding the degree of their theoretical relevance and contribution to
understanding Latino decisions to persist in higher education.
The following figure is a representation of the conceptual framework:

Figure 1. Research Study Conceptual Framework
Institutional barriers (IBs) are policies and procedures that systematically advantage
certain groups of people over others (Elliott et al., 2013). IBs are the everyday acts that seem
routine, but really, they camouflage the power and privilege of the hierarchy. Hierarchies
naturally emerge to meet societal demands, but if the system is too rigid or complacent and does
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not adjust with the changing times, members with newer, more diverse needs could be left out.
They are the inequalities, inconsistencies and defects in our policies and procedures that, when
filtered through the CRT’s theoretical lens, allow us to see the institutional and systemic biases
that may limit academic achievement. Psychosocial barriers, defined as a barrier that is
“something immaterial that impedes or separates” (Webster, 2019). In the current research,
psychological and interpersonal factors, such as socioeconomic, cultural, or challenges with the
education system, may impede success in higher education.
The theoretical review sought to:
1. Describe the historical conditions in which the theories are rooted.
2. Identify and discuss their essential tenets.
3. Highlight the challenges associated with each theory, specifically in education and for
Latinos.
4. Critically appraise the relevance and analytical power of each theory when
understanding barriers and supports encountered by Latinos in higher education.
5. Consider any theoretical gaps in the literature.
Critical Race Theory
Critical Race Theory (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Lynn & Yossa, 2002), puts race at the
center of all interactions in American society and sees ‘truth’ as a socio-political construct. CRT
purports that there are entrenched institutional obstacles for Latinos in higher education because
dominant classes control the institutions, and these institutions favor them at the expense of
anyone else. Discrimination, for CRT scholars, is not only limited to race, it also includes class,
gender, nation, sexual orientation (Gomez, 2001, 2004). Moreover, the Latin Critical Race
Theory (LatCrit) is derived from the key CRT tenets to focus specifically on the authentic
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experiences of Latinos in America through a lens that is not limited to the classic black-white
binary. LatCrit helps to analyze issues that CRT does not, including language, immigration,
ethnicity, culture, identity, and sexuality (Hernandez-Truyol, 1997; Martinez, 1994; Montoya,
1994).
The Grand Theories of Persistence and Retention
Vincent Tinto’s Model of Individual Departure (1975) is the first longitudinal model
describing student departure from a sociological perspective. The model establishes a direct
causal link between student integration in college and decisions to persist. Tinto contends
students enter college with a set of personal attributes developed over time and molded by
family, friends and secondary school experiences (Tinto, 1975; 1987; 2002). Students are then
forced into academic and social integration patterns which, depending on various factors, such as
work, family, culture, and language, lead the student to a decision on whether to remain in
school. Tinto notes “other things being equal, the higher integration… the greater will be his
commitment… to the goal of college completion” (Tinto, 1975, p 96).
John Bean (1990) developed an explanatory model testing student retention, specifically
the social and academic interactions between the student, the school, and the impact of their
personal activities that had not been adequately considered in academic research (Bean, 1990).
The foci of the model are psychological attributes shaped by the individuals’ experiences,
abilities, and their continuing self-assessments. The model assesses the following 3 questions
(Bean & Easton, 2000, 2006):
1. Do I have confidence that I can perform well academically here?
2. Do the important people in my life think attending this college is a good idea?
3. Do I have the academic and social experiences to succeed in college?
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George Kuh’s (2006) framework for student success is more an effort to formulate a
more “realistic portrayal of contemporary postsecondary education” (Kuh, 2006, p 3). Kuh’s
student provided educational stakeholders specific recommendations on policies and programs
affecting student retention. Instead of using the traditional educational pipeline analogy, Kuh
advocates for a view that reflects the pathway along higher education for today’s more diverse
students as more of a complicated representation of a “wide path with twists, turns, detours,
roundabouts, and occasional dead ends that many students may encounter during their
educational career” (Kuh, 2006, p 7).
These grand theories focus on persistence and integration, while infusing psychological
concepts into their research on student success. There is no consensus on which constructs are
the most interesting, nor the actual extent that these variables influence decisions to persist.
The Research Design
The proposed study utilized qualitative methods and a homogeneous purposive sampling.
The research target sample size is 4 to 6 participants who meet the following criteria:
1. Identify as Latino
2. Are first-generation college students in the United States
3. Received financial assistance
4. Tested out or graduated from an English for Academic Purposes Program
5. Graduated with an Associate’s degree or higher in the last five years
I identified the participants using a network sampling approach which utilizes a ‘word of
mouth’ approach. The participants, once identified, can suggest other people to contact. This
method allowed me to access a ‘hard-to-reach’ population that is not easily identifiable, and very
small in number.
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I conducted the research using semi-structured interviews, giving an opportunity for
participants to convey their authentic lived experiences. The research worked to capture the
perceptions of barriers and supports they experienced in college and their perceptions of the most
impactful factors in their personal decisions to persist. The study was originally planned to have
face-to-face interviews, but the COVID-19 global pandemic forced contact with the participants
to be limited to emails and virtual interviews via Zoom. Study procedures began with an email
to collect demographic information, and educational and professional experiences and
participants’ perceptions on the 4 research sub-questions (See Appendix C). I followed this with
individual recorded interviews lasting more than one hour, via Zoom at a time the participants
found convenient. During the interviews, observations were noted in the Principal Investigator’s
journal to provide additional data on nonverbal cues that may be helpful in data analysis.
I sorted data using constant comparative analysis (CCM). It was categorically aggregated
to identify the most relevant factors in persistence. Emerging patterns were discovered and
placed into themes (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Connections linked to the research questions
highlighted relationships between the participant’s particular circumstance and their persistence
were detailed and information that added context and depth to the participants’ authentic, lived
experience recorded. Last, data was reviewed for trends, associated with how the research
participants succeed in their studies. I generated this level of intentionality from a careful review
of the biographical data and the interview with the participants, while examining how these
specific events affected their success.
When the data was analyzed the data, triangulation was used to bring disparate data
sources together to improve the study by exposing ‘‘different aspects of empirical reality’’
(Denzin, 1978, p 28). Lincoln & Guba (1985) identify four criteria for trustworthiness that builds
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rigors and ensures the accuracy and quality of the data collected: credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability. This research strictly adhered to these criteria. Triangulation
was used by the PI to cross-reference information and provide a more complete picture of the
experiences by enriching, refuting, confirming and explaining information gathered from the
orientation meeting, the questionnaire, the in-depth interview, PI observations made during and
directly after the interviews, and the post-interview follow-up questions (Creswell & Poth,
2018). Member checking, both formal and informal, was employed to take advantage of
opportunities that might occur at any point in the data collection and analysis process. This
measure helped ensure accuracy of the information, while allowing for participants to add depth,
or comment on researcher inferences. Credibility is the perceived believability, or fairness of the
study. In this study, the primary instrument to establish credibility was the use of these member
checks. Participants reviewed data collected during their interactions with the PI. This allowed
for participant comments and provided a more nuanced, complete picture of their experiences.
Included in this was participant perspectives on both the adequacy of the data and the
preliminary results and recommendations.
Significance of the Study
For decades, educators have focused on how to improve Latino access to and succeed in
higher education (Solorzano & Acevedo-Gil, 2013). The extensive volume of research provides a
prism to consider the unique demographics, differing motivations, and multiple challenges faced
by Latinos as they navigate higher education in the United States. Seldom have academicians
explored the varied components of Latino success. Research has focused either on the failure of
Latinos in higher education, or the institutional barriers denying equal access. Fewer studies
examined persistence.
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The significance of this research is that it provides personal insights, authentic life
experiences, and perceptions of successful Latino students, while identifying the factors these
research participants consider the most interesting in their decisions to persist. Using this prism
to study how this small group of Latinos persisted informed practice and provide stakeholders
looking to affect persistence with additional information.
One area that needs further research is the connection between scarcity—of time, money,
or social capital—and decisions to persist. Mullainathan and Shafir (2013) make the case that
scarcity consumes intellectual bandwidth and distorts decision-making. It narrows the focus
impact peoples’ ability to plan for the future (Mullainathan & Shafir, 2013). This raises
interesting research questions about decision-making for students navigating higher education.
Do students make poor choices about their academic programs because of their individual
circumstance, or did they make them because they lacked the tools to construct a cognitive map
for academic success? If a student is concerned about paying the rent or helping their family,
what is the effect on the students’ academic performance? Are institutional barriers like racism
still significant? How much do they affect success? How do institutional barriers impact selfdefeating personal choices?
Exploring these issues through the prism of CRT and the grand theories of persistence
adds to the body of knowledge on why and how Latinos persist in higher education. One final
consideration: improving persistence in higher education for non-traditional, marginalized
students is not a new issue in the literature, perhaps these narratives and the research findings
could provide stakeholders with some new information on how to reimagine their programs and
function as a catalyst for innovative change (Patton, McKegg & Wehipeihana, 2016). As
outlined by Patton, McKegg & Wehipeihana (2016), development evaluations ask probing
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questions into intractable programs then assess the information collected using their distinctive
programmatic logic with evaluator data emerging. This study provides data that could be used in
ongoing developmental evaluations on effecting persistence in higher education for underserved
populations.
Research Assumptions
In qualitative research, the researchers’ beliefs and assumptions are always present. It is
important to understand them considering their significance to the research. For this research, I
must disclose the following assumptions:
1. The goal was to identify patterns and/or theories that help explain Latino persistence in
higher education.
2. There are multiple perspectives that influenced the results, the perspectives of individual
participants, myself as the researcher and the reader.
3. The research participants were honest and candid in their communications.
4. The participants provided authentic and relevant information that was analyzed and used
to inform a wide range of stakeholders wanting to better understand Latino decisions to
persist.
Research Limitations
Denzin and Lincoln (2003) characterize the researcher as an instrument of data
collection. This inextricably binds the researcher with the participants. Researchers frame the
issue, collect data and look for common themes, while presenting findings and drawing
conclusions. I drew information from the participants and ordered it into data through the lens of
the researcher as a human instrument. The human instrument has to properly interpret and
explain the lived experiences conveyed during the data collection. In interpreting the data, the
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human instrument has hermeneutic limitations. Lichtman classifies hermeneutics as a method of
analysis that is “the science of interpretation and explanation” (Lichtman, 2013, p 88). Since
there is no one way to interpret qualitative data, it is important for the researcher to understand
research limitations.
This research involves the following limitation:
1. The researcher’s personal bias can inadvertently influence results.
2. Unknown conditions or factors could surface in some part of the research process and
complicate the project. If such as instance occurs, the researcher used the resources
provided by faculty mentors and the department to resolve issues in a timely manner.
3. Participants may be concerned about their confidentiality, anonymity, or anything that
might ‘do harm’. They could be concerned their answers might somehow negatively
affect their professional position. All participants’ personal information and
participation was held in the strictest of confidences.
4. The results of this qualitative case study inquiry may not be generalizable to all
Latino students, or to all community colleges because of a small sample size. This
limitation might also reflect a gender imbalance, or might not be fully representative
of the Latino population in the United States. The intent of my research is to examine
a ‘particular’ group of Latino students who have succeeded in higher education. I did
not make ‘generalizable’ findings.
5. Other researchers, or readers of this study, may interpret the results differently
because of their background, culture and life experiences.
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Definition of Key Terms
Barriers
Is “something immaterial that impedes or separates.” In education, barriers can be
financial, technical, attitudinal, or failing to make available, in a professional and timely manner,
needed accommodation for a particular student, or group of students. (The Glossary of Education
Reform, 2019)
Critical Race Theory
It analyzes the role of race in preserving social and economic disparities between
dominant and marginalized racial groups (Ladson-Billings 1998; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995).
English for Academic Purposes
The Florida College System defines English for Academic Purposes as “academic
language instruction so that English Language Learners achieve their higher education and career
goals” (Florida College System, 2019).
Latino
The US Census Bureau states “Hispanic or Latino” refers to a person of Cuban, Mexican,
Puerto Rican, South or Central American, or other Spanish culture or origin regardless of race.
(US Census Bureau, 2019)
Persistence
Persistence is a “firm or obstinate continuance in a course of action despite difficulty or
opposition.” In education, it is frequently used in combination with resilience National Center for
Education Statistics defines Retention is “an institutional measure and persistence as a student
measure.” This means institutions retain and students persist. (National Center for Education
Statistics, 2018)
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Psychosocial variables
The “social, cultural and environmental influences that affect an individual's or
group's mental health and behavior. These may include social situations, relationships, health
care and resources and others” (Psychology Dictionary, 2019).
Supports
Are “a wide variety of instructional methods, educational services, or school resources
provided to students in the effort to help them accelerate their learning progress, catch up with
their peers, meet learning standards, or succeed in school.” (The Glossary of Education Reform,
2019)
Summary
Chapter One presents the background of the study, the statement of the problem, the
conceptual framework, its purpose and significance, and definition of key terms. A research
methodology based on a qualitative study approach was presented and the researcher
positionality was stated.
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Chapter Two
Literature Review
In this chapter I present a review of literature regarding Latino student persistence in
higher education to unpack the ‘why’ and ‘how’ of Latino that have remained puzzlingly
stagnant, despite their increased representation in American higher education. Much has been
written on this subject over the years, so I endeavored to identify and critically review the most
relevant current and previous research on the subject.
I guided this review during this process by a framework fused through the key tenets of
Critical Race Theory (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Lynn & Yossa, 2002), and 3 of the ‘grand’
models of student persistence: Tinto’s Model of Individual Departure (1993); Bean and the
Student Retention Model (2000); Kuh and the Framework for Student Success (2004). These
three authors have contributed hundreds of articles over decades and have contributed
significantly to the rich foundation of research on student persistence and retention.
Using this theoretical framework, I examined the barriers and supports to Latino student
success in higher education through two broad categories: institutional and psychosocial factors.
Institutional factors, such as programs, policies and procedures are considered through the CRT
lens and their impact on Latino persistence considered. Psychosocial factors, such as language,
culture, and behavior were viewed through the prisms of the grand theories of persistence and
retention theory and assessed for their effect on Latino student success.
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I organize the review along theoretical lines, with each component of the framework
reviewed separately. In each section the historical roots of the theory were discussed, its
essential tenets reviewed, relevant theoretical challenges or gaps highlighted, and its relevance,
analytical power, and contribution to the literature that attempts to understand the challenges for
Latino students in higher education were critically appraised. I gave particular attention to the
institutional and psychosocial barriers and supports noted in the literature by each approach, with
the goal of advancing the body of knowledge on the subject of Latino success in higher
education.
Critical Race Theory
Background
To better understand the institutional barriers and supports for Latino students, Critical
Race Theory (CRT) and the correlative theory of Latin Critical Race Theory was
operationalized. Delgado and Stefancic characterize CRT as a “movement that questions the
very foundation of the liberal order.” It focuses on the intersection of “race, racism, and power”
and finds racism as “normal and not aberrant, in American society” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017,
p. 3). The persistence and continuing damage of racism in American society is the cornerstone
of critical race theory. CRT scholars find racism so pervasive in the United States that it is
embedded in the very fibers of our society, its structures, policies and procedures (Delgado &
Stefancic, 2017; Taylor, 1999; 2017). Racism and discrimination may not be as overt as in
earlier times, but its effects continue to marginalize populations, because they are frequently
masked in our shared customs, values and beliefs and fixed within our institutions (Matsuda,
Lawrence, Delgado, & Crenshaw, 1993). Racism and discrimination are so subtly engrained in
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the fiber of our culture, in things like our movies, clothing and music, which sometimes makes
them difficult to perceive (Matsuda, Lawrence, Delgado, & Crenshaw, 1993).
Paulo Freire (1970), a foundational critical race theorist, believed education was having
the potential to both oppress and liberate people in our society. Freire emphasized the need for a
transformative consciousness that would help groups on the margins to analyze their conditions
and to challenge and improve them for all. Transformative consciousness is an important
foundational factor in CRT. It is not enough to offer theoretical insights into the institutional and
structural defects in our society, a “praxis” or a transformation is necessary if change is to
happen (Freire, 1970, p54). Other CRT scholars want to “expose, highlight, and challenge” the
institutional and structural forces that marginalize minority groups.

The goal of the CRT

theoretical framework is to change policies that subordinate and disenfranchise groups of people
to maintain a privileged status quo for others. (Ladesma & Calderson, 2015, p 213).
In discussing the asymmetrical nature of the forces in the center and on the margins,
Gayatri Spivak (2006), points out how ‘cultural acknowledgement’ and 'institutional validation'
by the dominant ideology’s policies and procedures disadvantages populations. She likens them
to a colonial power and how they exploit and subjugate differing groups of people. Spivak
advocates for a platform to better understand the challenges of marginalized voices (Spivak,
2006). Vincent Tinto recognized the challenge of marginality noting, the “personal price of
marginality can be high” that non-traditional, marginalized students face when their peers and
sometimes family are “unsupportive, if not actively opposed,” to their educational pursuits
(Tinto, 1987, p 161). Athena Mutua adds to the discussion of groups who occupy the ‘bottom’
or the ‘center’ by including other factors besides race, such as sexual orientation, class, and
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gender. She urges critical theorists to use analytical techniques to identify which groups wield
power in which situations (Mutua, 2014).
While there is not one clear definition of CRT, there are a number of tenets that CRT
scholars ascribe to more fully articulate the socio-cultural forces that show how we, as a society
and our institutions, perceive, experience and respond to discrimination and bias (McCoy &
Rodricks, 2015; Yosso & Solorzano, 2007). For CRT and its correlative theoretical partner,
Latin Critical Race Theory (LatCrit), these tenets include the continued existence of racism in
our structures and institutions; that underserved groups only succeed when their interests
converge with those of the dominant group and these inequities surface in the programs, policies,
and day-to-day procedures of our government, social-political interactions and in our education
system; and they need to be confronted using social justice activism (LatCrit Primer, 2000;
Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). Therefore, CRT is “an attempt to understand the oppressive
aspects of society to generate societal and individual transformation” (Solorzano & Yossa, 2005,
p 472). It also seeks to grasp the origins and operation of dominant behavior and understand
how power is conceived; who holds it; and how is it used benefit the dominant group at the
expense of those on the margins (Gordon, 1995).
Latin Critical Race Theory
The traditional paradigm for viewing racism in the United States has been the
Black/White binary. LatCrit offers an additional prism from which to consider race theory by
considering the challenges from a Latino student perspective. Scholars who embrace Critical
Race Theory and Latin Critical Race Theory want to use critical analysis to highlight the
contradictions, inconsistencies, and defects in our institutions that unfairly privilege the
dominant class at the expense of everyone else. LatCrit scholars also consider racism through the
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multidimensional identities of Latino historical and cultural contexts to expose how privilege
disadvantages groups outside of the dominant ideology (Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, & Thomas,
1995). LatCrit scholars explore the layered interconnected issues of racism, classism, and
immigration status, sexuality, culture, language, or any other area where privilege may surface
(Delgado, 2002; Montoya, 1994; Solórzano & Yosso, 2001).
Social Justice
Social justice also emerges as an essential tenet of CRT and its focus is the elimination of
the deep patterns of exclusion that linger in our society today, regardless of race, gender,
language, generation status, sexual preference and class. (Matsuda,1993). The goal is to link
theory with practice to advance strategies that identify, confront and work to eliminate
discrimination and bias in our increasingly diverse society (Lynn & Parker, 2006; Solorzano &
Yosso, 2002; Villalpando, 2004). Social justice education works toward “the elimination of
racism, sexism, and poverty; and the empowerment of under-represented minority groups”
(Solozano & Yosso, 2005, p. 472).
In their effort to challenge and eliminate racism, CRT scholars, especially those focused
on education, look for the inequities and inconsistencies through social science research. This
research creates awareness about how racism actually functions, and as a result, inspires social
agency to a strategic way to effect social change.
One of CRT foundational scholars was Derrick A. Bell (1992) finds the progress for
racial equality in the mid-1900’s happened not because of a moral awakening of American
society to the injustices of discrimination and racism, but because it was in the interests of the
dominant class. Bell contends that advances for the marginalized group would only happen
when their interests are intertwined with those from the dominant class (Bell, 1992).
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Critical Race Theory, with its roots in our law and legal institutions, is exemplified by the
writings of Bell and scholars like Laura Gomez (2000, 2004). At the heart of their argument is
that the history of the United States is replete with racism that has infiltrated our institutions, our
culture and people. The CRT scholar’s perspective is contrary to the more traditional American
view that racism is a ‘deviation’ from our core beliefs and legal ideas. This traditional view
insists race is not a factor in how our institutions and structures implement programs and
policies. The law, from the traditional view, should not consider race either for the purpose of
helping or handicapping any one specific group, over any other (Gomez, 2000, 2004).
According to Gomez, our laws and institutions have been and remain complicit in
perpetuating the effects of racism. They posit, we may have ‘formal equity’ by legal statute and
government policy, but the insidious effects of racism run much deeper than policy
proclamations. Critical race proponents therefore try to understand the interconnections between
race and law, while striving to identify the inconsistencies, inequalities and defects that allow
discrimination and bias against marginalized groups to continue in its less obvious, more subtle
forms (Bell, 1992; Gomez, 2000, 2004).
Where the dominant culture continues to secure its more privileged status in our society
through unearned institutional or structural advantages over marginalized groups, that
institutional racism manifests itself. Institutional racism, as detailed by Camara Phyllis Jones,
refers to the institutional and structural ways the dominant members of a society disadvantage
equal access to opportunities for marginalized groups. These inequalities and defects have been
absorbed into the policies and procedures of our institutions and our human interactions to such a
degree that they are often difficult to perceive (Jones, 2018).
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Critical Race and Latin Critical Race scholarship have moved past their legal roots and
now are used to examine other areas of American life, such as education and socioeconomics.
Educators use their methods and theoretical framework to help understand hierarchies in schools,
policies of tracking, and school discipline. In higher education, CRT and LatCrit scholars look at
retention and graduation rates, diversity and admissions programs, and the battles over the
fundamental principles of Western life (Bell, 1992; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Ladson-Billings
& Tate, IV, 1995).
Interest Convergence Theory
Critical Race scholars have considered Interest Convergence Theory as another key
component of CRT and LatCrit (McCoy & Rodricks, 2015). The principle contention is that
people of color only advance when there is a convergence of their interests with those of the
dominant group (McCoy & Rodricks, 2015). Derrick Bell was perhaps the first CRT scholar to
outline this in detail (Bell, 1992). He viewed interest convergence theory as a tool for analyzing
power and how it affects marginalized people. Bell articulates a view that when there are parties
involved in an unequal negotiation and they have divergent interests, the marginalized, or weaker
party’s interests only advance when the majority interest permits (Bell, 1992) or as Delgado
states, “that white elites will tolerate or encourage racial advances for blacks only when they also
promote white self-interest.” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001, p. 16).
In the view of many CRT scholars, the Civil Rights Movement in the United States was a
failure in that it did not really value equality of opportunity, or equality of access. It was a
mechanism for a compromise of social power through force of law. There may be ‘formal
equity’ through the law, but marginalized groups were still being affected. They can only achieve
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limited success under this system and only when their interests correspond with those of the
dominant ideology (Bell, 1992).
Critical Race scholars believe its tenets are especially significant in education. CRT
scholars try to expose, challenge and change the way the power, and privilege of the hierarchy
in American society (Delgado, 1989; Lopez, 2003). As Delgado and Stefancic specify as a
principal goal “to confront the beliefs and practices that enable racism to persist” (Delgado &
Stefancic, 2017, p. 14). Understanding the concept of interest convergence should help educators
discover the more hidden, subtle aspects of our institutions that place unnecessary obstacles to
success for students from the margins.
Critical Race scholarship also advocates for giving voice to the diverse individuals from
non-traditional, marginalized groups and their thick, authentic experiences. Many of the CRT
research participants involve at-risk students and the inequities and inconsistencies of the
policies and procedures in higher education that places an additional barrier along their already
difficult path to graduation (Tovar, 2015). These counter-stories help remind us all the history of
unequal K-12 schooling, complicated racial attitudes, especially on campus, and the limited
access to higher education for too many members of marginalized communities (Yosso et al.,
2005).
Experiential Knowledge
Experiential knowledge is another central concept when looking at discrimination and
bias through the lens of CRT. It is the knowledge gained through the authentic, lived
experiences of people on the margins and retold through “storytelling, family history,
biographies, scenarios, parables, cuentos, chronicles and narratives.” Experiential knowledge for
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marginalized people is legitimate and critical to understanding how discrimination and bias
works (Solorzano & Yosso, (2002). p. 473).
Bernal (2002), for example, points out that underserved and unrepresented groups all-tofrequently feel as if their culture, experience, language, and history are not valued, or are
considered inconsequential to learning. They are not seen as possessing valid knowledge, which
is based on the culture of the dominant ideology. CRT’s counter stories play a crucial role in
hearing and crediting the diverse voices on the margins. This includes things like speaking
Spanish. As Delgado (2001) reveals, bilingualism has been seen as ‘un-American’ and
considered a barrier to learning, leaving Latino students as somehow culturally deficient.
CRT & LatCrit in Education
Critical Race Theory in its theoretical framework can reveal how educational programs,
policies, and procedures are impacted by race (Ladson-Billings & Tate 1995; Solorzano &
Yosso, 2002). Both CRT and LatCrit scholars try to illuminate the authentic experiences of
students that are marginalized because of their race, language, sexuality, and socio-economic
factors. These at-risk groups face higher dropout rates, lower academic outcomes, and are much
more likely to be involved in disciplinary actions. Ladesma and Calderson suggest that
educators use CRT to "expose, highlight, and challenge" these disparities (Ladesma &
Calderson, 2015, p. 213).
In education, CRT and LatCrit scholars challenge the traditional claims of universities to
objectivity, meritocracy, color blindness, race neutrality, and equal opportunity (Ladson-Billings
& Tate 1995; Solorzano & Yosso, 2002). Critical Race scholars challenge this dominant
discourse and work to expose the inequities of educational institutions and structures. They
examine how educational theory, policy, and day-to-day practice subordinates certain groups. It
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is these, often subtle, policies, procedures and practices long considered being eliminated by civil
rights advances and anti-discrimination policies that continue to subordinate people (LadsonBillings & Tate 1995; Solorzano & Yosso, 2002).
Some LatCrit scholars (Clark, 1980; Ladson-Billings & Tate 1995; Solorzano & Yosso,
2002; Villalpando, 2004) believe these programs, policies, and practices should be viewed
through a historical lens to more fully understand their effect on Latino students. Appreciating
the history of how Latino students have been marginalized over time could help in the
development of more culturally relevant services and programs for Latinos. Based on the
continued shortfall of Latino graduates in higher education, it is a full range of educational
stakeholders could enjoy an improved understanding of the historical and current experiences of
the communities from which Latino students come (Villalpando, 2004; Clark, 1980).
Critical Race theory also works to reveal the institutional and structural factors that work
contrary to building more diverse and inclusive campus climates by challenging the daily
practices that produce inequities and inconsistent policies and actions. This is another area where
educational stakeholders need to recognize the disproportional effect of these policies and
actions on students from the margins (DeCuir & Dixson, 2004; Patton et al., 2007). Once
stakeholders recognize these factors, they can develop the curriculum, diversity policies and
institutional procedures to continue to make progress in Latino student retention and graduation
rates.
Gloria Ladson-Billings and William F. Tate, IV (1995) in one of the first articles linking
CRT and educational policy, argue students lacking sufficient economic resources are forced by
the limitations imposed on them by their economic situation and the educational system into lowquality urban schools that become barriers to success, in and of themselves (Ladson-Billings &
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Tate, IV, 1995). They both highlighted the indifferent results from the civil rights era and the
need to give voice to the people affected by the discriminatory policies and procedures. Other
CRT scholars also understood the importance of storytelling and incorporating their authentic
experiences to redefine life for those inhabiting the margins (Solorzano & Yosso 2002; 2006).
Educational stakeholders have tried to bring comprehensive solutions to the complex
problems of Latino retention and graduation rates by revamping outreach and transition
programs, making academic support services more sensitive to the specific needs of Latino
students, and including Latino college graduates as mentors and role models. The range of
programs and initiatives is extensive (Leonardo 2003a; Orfield & Frankenberg 2012; Stovall,
2005):
1. Engagement opportunities, where minority students could be invited to campus, meet
with current students, and start to develop a higher education cognitive map
2. Shadowing programs for students in high school
3. Need-based grants and scholarships available, particularly non-traditional,
underserved students
4. Enhanced efforts to increase recruitment of mentors and role-models
5. Transition to a college program during the summer between the student’s last year in
high school and before they start college, so students can acquaint themselves with
campus life, and take classes
6. There are support groups of different types, extra tutoring available, and peer
mentorships and ‘special advising groups’ and career counselors
It is important for policies and practices in higher education to be viewed through a
historical lens to understand how they affect Latino students and other under-represented groups
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(Delgado, 1984, 1993; Hurtado, Milem, Clayton-Pedersen, & Allen, 1998). For example, it is
important to understand how educational tracking of ineffective schools, have affected Latinos’
access to higher education. Equally important is to understand why and how Latino students are
pushed into non-college-bound majors, which limits their opportunities for higher education.
Ledesma and Calderon (2015) find that institutional and structural practices that
disadvantage under-represented groups occur in both K-12 education and higher education. In
higher education, the administrative structures are very good at designing inclusive mission and
vision statements, and they can speak of the development of more diverse curriculum, but
measurable results remain difficult to attain. Ledesma and Calderon (2015) also highlight the
need for educators to examine their own attitudes to better understand the affect they can have in
the classroom. In subtle ways, their attitudes can mimic the larger system that advantages the
dominant group at the expense of others and could prevent them from teaching in ways that are
culturally relevant. If students are treated as outsiders, if they feel ‘at risk’ before they enter
school because they have been told they are deficit-based, then we are stagnating our own
collective progress by not ensuring equality of opportunity for these students.
Critical Race and The Research
Critical Race scholars examine the policies, practices, and programs for inequality,
contradictions, and inconsistencies, to uncover the deep patterns of exclusion.
Recommendations from this research for educational stakeholders can increase retention and
graduation rates by stressing a commitment to inclusion. They can also stress the development
of a more welcoming, culturally aware climate for all while advancing strategies to meet the
challenges of under-represented and marginalized groups (Yossa, Villalpando, 2001).
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Scholars looking through a critical race lens on American education also need to include
cultural analysis. It can reveal a “web of stereotypes” (Howard, 2008, p. 966) or “confluence of
stereotyping” (Hernandez & Davis, 2009, p. 20) that can marginalize groups outside of the
dominant ideology. The structure of the schooling for this underserved population, with its
special education classes, ‘at risk’ labeling and disciplinary liabilities, limits their choices and
outcomes (Bhattacharjee, 2003; Raby, 2002).
Cultural analysis through a lens of critical race theory reveals the inconsistencies and
inequities in the structures and traditions that disadvantages the under-represented and
marginalized in our society. It is not about providing solutions to “likely false problems, but
about sketching and confronting the conditions that tied problems and apparent solutions
together” in ways that help to produce “more inclusive questions and more comprehensive
answers” (McDermott & Varenne, 2006, p. 13). This is at the core of my research.
Psychosocial Factors and Success in Higher Education
Scholars have tried for decades to unpack the most relevant factors affecting persistence
and retention in higher education and to develop a grand theory, or model of student retention
that could provide a better version of the truth, or a closer approximation of it. The reason some
students persist while others leave is a complicated mix of human behavior and decision-making.
Persistence and retention theories and their models have tried to make sense of an increasingly
large number of variables from divergent sources, some affecting retention directly, while others
affecting other variables, to an unclear degree that have a more direct effect on retention.
Scholars have looked for themes between the individual student, the culture of the
institution and the bureaucratic, social and academic interactions that define the student’s
experiences and factors into their decision to persist. Ernest Pascarella and Patrick Terenzini
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(2005) provided a historical overview of the research that found the 1970s were highlighted by
sociological factors. Research tended to concentrate on identifying specific behavioral traits that
differentiated students who persisted from those who do not. The 1980s had a more
psychological approach to the research and focused on how individuals assessed themselves in
school. From the 1990s on research was increasingly focused on the effects from cultural or
economic factors on persistence and retention, especially for students of color, or unrepresented
population groups (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).
Persistence and retention models became more of a focus for scholars starting in the
1970s. In part because of the mainstreaming of higher education, triggered by the
industrialization and urbanization of the United States (Herr, 2001) and a desire to more fully
understand why students some students persist and graduate, while others leave before
graduating (Bean, 2000; Kuh, 2004; Tinto, 1975). For this literature review, I began with the
evolution of the literature on the psychosocial factors that impact college persistence and
retention with a discussion of three of the models of three of the most recognized scholars in this
area since the 1970s. The review begins with Tinto’s interactionalist theory and its Model of
Institutional Departure (1993). This was followed by an examination of Bean’s combination of
sociological and psychological theories that evolved into the Model of Student Attrition (2000).
The theoretical review concluded with a review of Kuh and the Framework for Student Success
(2004). I ended the literature review with an overview of some recent research on Latino success
in higher education and reflect on the findings and the theoretical underpinnings. Each of these
authors provides an elegant, thoughtful model to examine student retention. They have all been
prolific writers, working to highlight the challenges to college retention. Their models included
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many similar factors, but their views differ over the exact mix of factors and the best options for
stakeholders to redress retention shortfalls.
Many early retention and persistence models focused on 3 factors: first-generation status,
socioeconomic status, and prior school achievement (Arbona & Nora, 2007; Crisp & Nora, 2010;
Hawley & Harris, 2005). Although these factors are crucial, the individuals’ motivation and
behavior also affect persistence and retention decisions (Bean & Eaton, 2001; Melguizo 2011;
Nora 2003; Wang, 2012; Weinstein & McCombs, 1998).
Regardless of the theory or model, there are some factors that repeatedly surface in the
research on retention and persistence. Whether these factors affect students positively or
negatively affects their decisions to persist or leave. Many times, the differences between
particular theories or models are the relevance of a specific combination of the factors to the
researcher’s model. These factors include:
Personal background
Included in this section are such things as parental support, parents' income, parents’
level of education, previous experiences in education, and friends attending college. For students
of color, extended family support, and previous positive interracial/intercultural contact are key
variables, and for nontraditional students they include support from the students’ spouse and
employer (Tinto, 1975, 1993; Kuh, 2006; Bean & Easton, 2000).
Organizational factors
These include the full range of supports and services the school has to offer, including
financial assistance, counseling (both academic and financial), school orientation programs,
options for inclusive memberships in campus organizations, housing policies, registration, and
staff attitudes toward students. For students of color, role models in the faculty and staff, and a
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supportive environment are important. For nontraditional students, centralized parking,
childcare, overall campus safety, evening/weekend scheduling, and cost per credit are factors
(Tinto, 1975, 1993; Kuh, 2006; Bean & Easton, 2000).
Academic factors
These include courses offered, positive faculty interaction (both in class and out of class),
advising, general skills programs (e.g., basic skills, study skills, math, and English tutoring/help
centers), campus resources (e.g., computer, library, athletic, college union), and academic
integration. For students of color, faculty role models are a plus, and for nontraditional students
there is an expectation that the faculty offered more opportunities for direct, one-on-one
interaction with the students (Tinto, 1975, 1993; Kuh, 2006; Bean & Easton, 2000).
Social factors
Social factors affecting persistence and retention are friends on campus, social
involvement, contact with faculty outside of the classroom, participation in social activities. For
students of color, a positive intercultural environment is critical (Tinto, 1975, 1993; Kuh, 2006;
Bean & Easton, 2000).
Environmental factors
Parental support, limited transfer options, financial status, family, or work obligations
and personal life are considered environmental factors. Additional factors affecting students of
color are availability of grants, scholarships, and loans (Tinto, 1975, 1993; Kuh, 2006; Bean &
Easton, 2000).
Attitudes, intentions, and psychological processes.
These include self-efficacy as a student, sense of self-development and self-confidence,
internal locus of control, strategies of approach, motivation to study, need for achievement,
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satisfaction, practical value of one's education, stress, alienation, loyalty, sense of fitting it, and
intention to stay enrolled. For minority students, self-validation is also a factor (Tinto, 1975,
1993; Kuh, 2006; Bean & Easton, 2000).
Many research models over the years have focused on one particular factor, or a
combination of factors to highlight their importance to retention. The research models of
Summerskill and Marks (1962) for example, identify specific intellectual attributes that shape
students’ ability to meet academic requirements (Marks, 1967; Summerskill & Marks, 1962;
Tinto,1993), while other studies highlight personality, motivation, and disposition and the role
they play in influencing student motivations and persistence (Heilbrun, 1965; Rose & Elton,
1966; Waterman & Waterman 1972; Tinto 1993).
Terenzini explores the process students use to actually integrate into the campus culture
during their transition to college (Terenzini et al., 1994). The nature and dynamics of the
integration into the new campus culture can be very different for students depending of such
things as family support; economic situation; prior experiences in education; and education and
work goals. College transition is neither a single process, nor is it a straight line. It is more a
series of family, social, academic, and organizational challenges that affect learning and
persistence (Terenzini et al., 1994).
Astin’s Involvement Theory (1984; 1993; 1997) posits that students learn more the more
it involves them in both the academic and social aspects of the collegiate experience. According
to Astin, the quality and quantity of the student's connection with the school has a significant
influence on student learning and decisions to persist, or leave (Astin, 1984, p.297). True
involvement requires the investment of time and energy in the full range of school life, including
academic, social relationships and activities. This varied depending on the student's interests and
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goals, and the student's external obligations like family, work and any other non-school activity.
Time, therefore, is a critical resource, and the more involved the student, the better the balance
between school and those external obligations, the more likely they are to persist and graduate
(Astin, 1984, p.301).
The Grand Theories on Persistence and Retention
Tinto and The Model of Individual Departure
Emerging from a sociological perspective on retention and persistence came the writings
of Vincent Tinto and his evolutionary Model of Individual Departure. Tinto provides a heuristic
and theoretical framework for understanding student retention by focusing on academic and
social integration as key elements affecting student decision-making (Tinto 1975; 1982; 1987;
1993). His early writings posited that higher education for ‘traditionally aged students’ was
both a separation ritual and a rite of passage from adolescence to adulthood (Tinto, 1975). The
more actively the student took part in the overall campus culture, the more likely they were to
succeed.
The work of William Spady (1970), who highlighted similarities between people who
committed suicide and students who left school without finishing, influenced the core of Tinto’s
model. According to Spady, a person left a particular social system because they either had
different values than the social system in which they were taking part, or they were not receiving
sufficient friendship support from within that social system (Spady, 1970). The decision to
withdraw then is more reflective of the social environment and is based on an “interaction
between the individual student and his particular college environment” (Spady, 1970, p. 77).
For Spady (1970), and Tinto (1975) the degree of academic and social integration were
important considerations in decisions to persist in education. Academic integration is the sharing
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of academic values between the student and the school, and social integration is a measure of
how well the student develops relationships with other students and faculty members (Tinto,
1975).
Tinto’s (1975) model continued to be recognized as a leading theoretical perspective for
persistence and retention and developed over time to include more economic, environmental,
organizational and psychological factors. Figure 2 illustrates the Tinto Model of Individual
Departure (Tinto, 1987, p. 11).

Figure 2. Tinto’s Model of Individual Departure
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Tinto’s evolutionary model of departure builds on his earlier research and finds that
students enter college with a set of personal attributes developed over time and molded by
family, friends and their secondary school experiences (Tinto, 1987; 1993; 2002). These
attributes can include; financial resources, prior educational experiences, and attitudes and
beliefs (Tinto, 1993). The student begins college and forms different academic and social
integration patterns which, depending on institutional characteristics and the interactions
between the student and the school, all impact the decision to persist in school or leave (Tinto,
1993). This process is affected by external forces, and because of this interactional process, the
student ultimately decides either to stay involved or to leave the particular educational
environment.
To be successful, Tinto finds that students must separate themselves, as much as possible
from their family and pre-college friends and activities, and work to adopt those values and
behaviors of their new academic and social environment. He found the “lower the degree of
social and intellectual integration into the academic and social communities of the college, the
greater the likelihood of departure. Conversely, the greater one’s integration, the greater the
likelihood of persistence” (Tinto, 1987, pp. 113-114). Integration is not without its trials and for
Tinto, the “personal price of marginality can be high” that marginalized students face when their
peers and sometimes family are “unsupportive, if not actively opposed,” to their educational
pursuits (Tinto, 1987, p. 161).
In highlighting integration challenges, Tinto notes the increasingly diverse student
population needs actual face-to-face contact with other students and with the faculty to help them
overcome feelings of marginality and the non-academic challenges in their lives (Tinto, 1987).
Tinto also finds the quality of advising and counseling programs positively correlating with
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improved integration and persistence (Tinto, 1987). The lack of a clear academic goal, or a
negative perception of the overall benefit of continued study, also affect student decisions to
persist or depart (Tinto, 1987).
Tinto recognized his earlier theoretical model from 1975 had flaws. This eventually led
to a more refined longitudinal, explanatory model of departure (Tinto, 1993), that added factors
such as adjustment difficulty, finances, learning, and external obligations to his retention and
persistence model. There was also an acknowledgment by Tinto that external commitments, such
as family, friends, and work obligations, have an ongoing effect on the quantity and quality of
the time spent in college. These forces can either be supportive or have a negative influence on a
student’s commitment to school, interactions with the school, and ultimately, factor into
decisions to persist or leave (Tinto, 1993). The degree of individual social and academic
interaction within the college affects their goals and institutional commitment. Tinto’s theory of
student departure dominated the latter part of the twentieth century in higher education (Bean,
1990). Since that time there have been several elaborations on this purely sociological
perspective that have challenged his model and offered differing perspectives (Astin, 1984; Bean
& Eaton, 2000; Bean, 2005; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991).
Bean and The Model of Student Attrition
John Bean developed an explanatory model (Bean, 1986, 1990, 2000, 2006) of student
retention and persistence developed by focusing on social and academic interactions and the
impact of the students’ outside activities. The focus of the model is the psychological attributes
shaped by the individuals’ experiences, abilities, and their continuing self-assessments. To do
this, the focus is on three fundamental questions (Bean, 1986, 1990, 2000, 2006):
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•

“Do I have confidence that I can perform well academically here?”

•

“Do the important people in my life

•

think attending this college is a good idea?”

•

“Do I have the academic and social experiences to succeed in college?”
With these questions in mind, the student then interacts with the institution and its

representatives in the bureaucratic, academic, and social realms while continuing to interact with
people (parents, spouses, employers, old friends) outside of the institution. Through a series of
engagements in things such as registration, financial aid and advising, there is an interaction with
the student’s psychological attributes. This generates feelings about college. When faced with
some challenge, the student develops adaptive strategies, so they feel more comfortable and
integrated into the environment. The degree of successful integration affects decisions to persist
or leave school.
In response to this, Bean devised an original model of student retention that eventually
developed into a model that combined the sociological component of student retention with its
emphasis on the system in which the student lives and works and the psychological factors of the
beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors of the student that happen within the sociological context (Bean,
1986, 1990, 2000, 2006). He was more interested in who is leaving instead of why are students
leaving. His model finds that “beliefs affect attitudes, attitudes affect behaviors, and behaviors
show intent” (Bean & Eaton, 2000, p. 49). Leaving college is therefore “a behavior, and that
behavior is psychologically motivated” (Bean & Eaton, 2000, p. 49).
Originally based on a model of employee turnover in the private sector, Bean’s (Bean,
1986, 1990, 2000, 2006) model linked a behavior (retention in work, or at school) with
behaviors, values, attitudes, and intentions. The model attempts to explain how students develop
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academic and social integration through the use of attitude-behavior theory. Bean’s model
includes elements from self-efficacy, coping behavioral and attribution theories (Bean, 1986,
1990, 2000, 2006). Self-efficacy theory offers insights into student perseverance in the face of
academic and social challenges (Lent, Brown, & Larkin, 1987; Pajares, 1996; Solberg et al,
1993). Coping behavior theory focuses on students’ self-concept; with a more developed selfconcept resulting in an increased confidence in their ability to meet and overcome challenges,
while students with a less developed self-concept might give up more quickly when confronted
with a challenge (Bean, 1986, 1990, 2000, 2006). Attribution theory posits that students have a
‘locus of control’ that if internal leaves them to believe they can work their ways through
situations and is contrasted by students who feel little control over events and when faced with
challenges, may give up and prematurely (Bean, 1986, 1990, 2000, 2006). The locus of control
views “past outcomes and experiences to be caused by internal or external forces.” Where locus
is internal, motivation to study and to socialize to be high. Which leads to academic and social
integration (Bean & Eaton, 2006, p. 77).
Students enter college with an array of personal attributes. As they interact with the
school in social, academic and administration settings, psychological processes take place test
student self-efficacy, stress levels, and internal locus of control. The more positive the
interactions, the more positive the impact on the student's scholarly motivation (Bean, 1986,
1990, 2000, 2006). “There are many approaches that can have a powerful influence on
individual psychological growth” (Bean & Eaton, 2006, p. 86). Student orientation, parent or
peer counseling, advising, social interaction in a supportive environment, informal interaction
with faculty are examples of efforts to reinforce student attitudes and beliefs (Bean & Eaton,
2006).
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The following is an illustration of Bean’s Student Retention Model (Bean & Easton,
2006, p. 76)

Figure 3. Bean & Easton Student Retention Model, 2006
Environmental factors, such as a student's previous educational experiences, their
personal and professional goals, employment requirements, financial situation and family
support, all influence how a student interacts with the school administration, and in academic and
social activities. The interaction leads to the development of an attitude within the student and
toward the school. This attitude affects the students’ academic efforts and social interactions,
which would affect decisions to persist, or leave school. Things like the students’ commitment
to their studies, their feelings of ‘fitting in’ at school and their loyalty to the institution and their
educational goals are all important factors in student decisions on persistence. Bean and Eaton
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note “the factors affecting retention are ultimately individual and that individual psychological
processes form the foundation for retention decisions...” (Bean & Eaton, 2001-02, pp. 73-75).
In many ways, Bean’s model was a complementary theoretical framework to Tinto’s
work. While the Bean model differed from Tinto's original model (Tinto, 1975) by including
environmental variables (or factors outside of the college that impact retention) and a student's
intentions, a factor he found to be the best predictor of student retention, Tinto’s model grew to
include these factors and to maintain its relevancy.
Kuh and The Framework for Student Success
Kuh’s work in studying persistence and retention has ranked very well when compared to
Tinto and Bean. His work has ranged from studies on small liberal arts colleges, student
engagement, and persistence (Hu & Kuh 2002; Kuh & Siegel, 2000), to the effect of
institutional characteristics on student engagement (Pike & Kuh 2005a), and, the role of advisors
in providing encouragement to students to become active in campus events and organizations
and invest their time and effort in activities that promote learning and development (Kuh, Kinzie,
Schuh, & Whitt, 2005b).
His framework for student success is more an effort to plan a more “realistic portrayal of
contemporary postsecondary education” (Kuh, 2006, p. 3). The goal was to provide educational
stakeholders specific recommendations on policies and programs that affect student retention.
Instead of using the traditional educational pipeline analogy, Kuh advocates for a view that
reflects the pathway along higher education for today’s more diverse students as more of a
complicated representation of a “wide path with twists, turns, detours, roundabouts, and
occasional dead ends that many students may encounter during their educational career” (Kuh,
2006, p. 7).
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Kuh’s (2006) framework touches on the traditional student persistence and retention
factors like precollege experiences, institutional challenges and behaviors. Much like Tinto
(1987) and Bean (2006), the framework for student success developed over many iterations, or
many years of research by Kuh into retention and persistence. The impact of family background,
enrollment decisions (full-time, part-time residence or commuter), and financial aid and other
institutional policies were identified as dimensions of student success. They noted the impact of
remediation courses that do not count toward graduation but are needed to improve student
academic skills, financial aid policies that facilitate or hinder their continued enrollment, and the
need to work off campus, which can prohibit students from fully engaging in the college
experience. If students cannot successfully find their way through the plethora of challenges they
face, they may depart from school (Kuh, 2006).
The next stop along the pathway of student success is navigating the college experience,
which has two primary components: students’ behaviors and institutional conditions. Student
behaviors, such as the time and effort put into their studies, interaction with faculty, and peer
involvement. Institutional conditions include resources, educational polices, programs and
practices, and structural features (Kuh, 2006). The most crucial factor for Kuh is located “at the
intersection of student behaviors and institutional conditions is student engagement” (Kuh, 2006,
p 8). The focus at this stage of the pathway to student success is on components of student
behavior that the school can help with and impact retention and persistence, instead of focusing
on precollege factors are mostly beyond the direct influence of the school. Kuh posits that
“purposeful student-faculty contact, active and collaborative learning, and institutional
environments perceived by students as inclusive and affirming and where expectations for
performance are clearly communicated and set at reasonably high levels” (Kuh, 2006, p 8). In
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addition, “the number of hours students spend studying and their level of effort… has a strong,
significant effect on their overall academic development.” (Kuh, 2006, p. 81)
The following is an illustration of the Framework for Student Success:

Figure 4. Kuh’s Framework for Student Success, 2006

Kuh’s work has ranged from studies on engagement and persistence at small liberal arts
colleges (Hu & Kuh, 2002; Kuh & Siegel, 2000), to the role of advisors in providing support to
students to become more active in campus events and invest their time wisely in efforts that
promote learning and development (Kuh et al., 2005b). He also included the engagement
challenge of first-generation students, who may not fully understand the significance of
integration to their overall success, or what are the most productive activities for them to be
involved with (Pike & Kuh, 2005). The Framework for Student Success is an evolutionary step to
better understand the challenges of Latino students’ decisions to persist.
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Studies in Latino Student Persistence
In recent research on Latino student persistence and retention, the linkages between two
distinct factors: student expectations versus their actual decisions; and the quality of student
support programs that includes both pre-higher education and during college versus the student’s
decision to persist surface as significant factors. Two studies demonstrate the challenges and
complexities of Latino persistence. In the first study, Esau Tovar (2015) considered factors like
pre-college student characteristics, transition-to-college experiences, academic and social factors,
and interactions with institutional officials as social capital assets and considered their impact on
student decisions to persist (Tovar, 2015).
Tovar succinctly encapsulates the issue: More than 50% of Latino/as enter higher
education at less than 4-year institutions, that typically are open access institutions, with low
retention rates. The data from his research study 53% of Latino students had left school
completing no college credential. 11.7% an associate degree, and 8.2% a bachelor’s degree
anywhere in the country (Tovar, 2015, pp. 48-50).
Among Tovar’s findings were many Latino community college students attend class parttime, because they have full-time work and have significant responsibilities for their families’
financial well-being. This results in less time on campus, less interaction with the schools’
representatives and less familiarity with programs and services. They also seemed to have a
reluctance to ask for help from instructors and counselors. With less time to take part in school
activities and study, not only their grades could be impacted but their financial assistance could
be jeopardized, and the development of a realistic cognitive map focusing on successful
educational outcomes (Tovar, 2015).
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The question remains, however, what does it mean when over 80% of community college
students want to graduate with a 4-year degree and less than 10% make it? Is the issue
psychological, or institutional factors? The grand theorists of retention and persistence would
likely comment that the key interactions between this group of students and the institutional
agents are less than optimal, and that there is still a lot of work to be done. As Tovar states, we
need a “better understanding of the dynamics leading to degree attainment… requires attention to
the factors that influence their intentions and success” (Tovar, 2015, p. 47).
The second study (Sanchez, 2015) focused on high school students and was a
longitudinal study of participants from schools characterized by the “highest high school dropout
rate in the country, a low ranking in college participation among low-income students, low
postsecondary educational attainment” (Sanchez et al., 2015, p. 191). The program offered a
full range of student services, also included workshops for the parents on the college application
process and experience.
Findings from this study revealed that 72% of the students expected to get a 4-year
baccalaureate degree or higher. The reality, however, was that almost 30% of the students did not
graduate from high school. Of the 30% that did not graduate, almost two-thirds had (63%) higher
education aspirations. Of those who graduated from high school, only 27% enrolled in
postsecondary education right after high school (Sanchez, Usinger, and Thorton, 2015).
The study highlighted the need for “a rigorous core curriculum in classrooms” as
essential to student success, while characterizing math as the gateway skill for higher education
(Sanchez et al., 2015, p. 189). The study underscored the issue by noting only 30% of Latino
students were enrolled in a college preparatory curriculum and that only 31% (as compared to
46% for White students), had completed a math course in geometry and Algebra II (Sanchez et
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al., 2015, p. 189). Their findings showed that students who were not prepared for advanced math
and then failed did not graduate from high school.
The most striking nonacademic finding in this study was that Latino students reported
having negative perceptions of college affordability, and only 13% of all students believed they
could definitely afford to attend a 4-year institution. As Sanchez et al., (2015) note that “despite
available financial support and increased academic preparation, including opportunities to take
advanced mathematics courses” college enrollment for this population was still very low
(Sanchez et al., 2015, p. 197).
The study concludes GPA and a solid pre-college curriculum continued to be crucial
factors in predicting educational success, while offering a cautionary tale regarding placement of
students in advanced mathematics courses without the proper foundations. With the need to
address the gap between Latinos “who are college eligible and Latinos who are college ready”
(Sanchez et al., 2015, p. 197).
Conclusion
These grand theories of student retention and persistence have all tried to place some
logical progression of steps to explain retention with either specific populations or individual
decisions. All the grand models discussed offer well-structured, elegant arguments. They take
into account the full range of factors challenging students in higher education and the most
compelling factors in student decisions to persist or leave school.
To varying degrees, they focus on what schools must do so that more students persist
until they graduate. They look for an extra dimension, or a different variation on the usual,
common indicators, or some new, harder to identify ineffable factor. Their arguments open by
explaining the problem through the use of some illuminating statistics or significant findings
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from the research community: People with a college degree are happier, live longer and earn
much more over a lifetime; retention and persistence efforts are insufficient; expectations are
neither clear, nor high enough; and supports have proven over time to be inadequate. They then
look at what they could do to overcome such problems.
For Tinto (1993), this includes cross-functional teams of administrators, faculty, and
support staff designing new programs, improving freshman advising, and developing learning
communities. Bean (2000) might recommend service-learning programs, freshman interest
groups, and orientation seminars, and mentoring programs. According to Bean, these type
initiatives would help students believe they can be effective in their social environments, can be
effective academically and believe they can control their own outcomes. They need to develop
coping skills and to be motivated to approach academic and social challenges (Bean & Eaton,
2000). For Kuh (2006), new efforts are needed in areas like advising and counseling services and
developmental coursework that can help today’s diverse learners (adult students, part-time,
commuter, first generation, low income) in different settings (Kuh, 2006).
In comparing the grand theories, academic and social integration are considered by all as
crucial. They are “formed by the psychological response to the interactions of the student with
the college environment” (Bean& Eaton, 2000. p76). Integration leads to a more specific set of
attitudes and loyalty to school and plays a vital role in retention (Bean, 2006). These dominant
perspectives provide comprehensive understanding of many of the key factors that shape
successful integration and define what students are prepared to do to be successful and influences
the meanings they make of their experience (Kuh, 2006). Bean describes the pathway each
student must navigate as “linear, but is almost certainly circular and reciprocal” (Bean, 2006, p.
77). While Kuh (2006) advocates for a complicated representation comprising a “wide path with
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twists, turns, detours, roundabouts, and occasional dead ends that many students may encounter
during their educational career” (Kuh, 2006, p. 7). Tinto (1987), however, would most probably
take a clinical look at reasons for integration and consider the level of “adjustment, difficulty,
incongruence, and isolation” as having a significant reason for institutional departure. (Tinto,
1987, p. 47)
All the grand theories and models of college student persistence infuse psychological
concepts into their discussion on student success, yet a lack of consensus remains regarding
which constructs are the most significant, the actual extent these variables influence decisions
and are important for student success. There is still much work to be done.
There are some small gaps in the theories where further research could be beneficial. It is
unclear the extent to which the grand theories provide practical significance for today’s student.
They all discuss non-traditional students and how previous studies focused on 4-year residential
institutions. They all discuss barriers that complicate the path to higher education for historically
under-represented students. More than half the students in higher education today, start at 2-year
institutions. Factors such as the use of social media, technology, and the explosion of online
programs have not been fully studied and their effects assessed. Finally, in very few cases, is the
cost to the school of these programs discussed. In a world that is fiercely competitive for
resources, more research highlighting a practical model that would improve persistence and
retention would be valuable.
In higher education today, there are more students at community colleges, more
commuter students, students of color, older students, more part-time, more with economic
challenges, and many who view their college campus as somewhat of an alien culture. When
culture is factored into any of these models, it always introduces more complex variables and
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much more ambiguity. It is only through an understanding of these complex phenomena that can
we hope to discover the most effective policies, practices, and procedures to improve the rates of
student persistence and educational attainment.
Summary
This chapter began with a review of the study’s purpose and how it was
guided by a framework fused through the key tenets of Critical Race Theory, and three of the
‘grand’ models of student persistence: Tinto’s Model of Individual Departure (1993); Bean and
the Student Retention Model (2000); Kuh and the Framework for Student Success (2004). The
historical roots of each theory was discussed, its essential tenets were identified, any relevant
theoretical challenges or gaps were noted, and there was a critical appraise of each theory for its
relevance, analytical power, and contribution to the literature that attempts to understand the
challenges for Latino students in higher education.
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Chapter Three
Methodology
Introduction
This qualitative study unpacks the multi-layered, multi-dimensional challenges to
persistence faced by Latino students in higher education. This study collaboratively engaged
research participants to capture their rich, thick experiences in higher education, revealing some
of the most compelling factors they felt as they progressed through their personal journey in
higher education. By unpacking a better version of the truth, or a closer approximation of it, my
research identified some inequalities, contradictions, and inconsistencies in higher education that
have existed for years, while also unveiling factors affecting persistence for this group of
research participants. This research can provide stakeholders in education a rare glimpse into a
small, hard to identify a group of students while hopefully illuminating a pathway to improve
persistence for Latinos in higher education.
I focused the qualitative data collection on one ‘grand question’ and four sub-questions:
Grand Tour
1.

“What do some Latino students and their institutions do to enable decisions to
persist, and how do they do it?”
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Sub-Questions
1. How do the participants make meaning of their experiences to persist to graduate?
2.
3. What are the participants’ perceptions of the barriers to persistence?
4. What are the participants’ perceptions of the supports for persistence?
5. What advice would the participants have for students seeking to persist?
Research Strategy
To study Latino persistence in higher education in a pragmatic, comprehensive manner, I
decided a qualitative approach would be the most appropriate.
The purpose of qualitative research is to “achieve an understanding of how people make sense
out of their lives, delineate the process (rather than the outcome or product) of meaning-making,
and describe how people interpret what they experience” (Merriam and Tisdlll,2015, p. 15). A
qualitative research approach focuses on “personal experience in describing situations” (Stake,
2010, p. 14), while identifying “several individuals’ common or shared experiences” (Creswell,
2007, p. 60). Capturing these differing dimensions for Latino persistence is my research goal.
This study describes and analyzes the authentic, thick experiences of the participants with
their ebbs and flows, catalyzing events and strategies to persist. I filtered the information through
researcher intuition and reflection (Creswell and Poth, 2018) and emerged as evaluatory data.
This data was then analyzed to develop themes and findings. This approach allowed me to
collect the most captivating experiences and assemble the personal stories into interesting
narratives. These narratives could serve as examples of exemplars, or individual worth of
imitation. For other Latinos and for stakeholders looking to effect persistence, the diversity of
their experiences and the open, straightforward manner in which they conveyed their challenges
make them excellent representatives of persistence.
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Improving persistence in higher education for non-traditional, underserved students is not
a recent issue in the literature as discussed in the previous chapter. Perhaps these narratives and
the research findings could provide stakeholders with some additional information on how to
reimagine their programs and function as a catalyst for innovative change (Patton, McKegg and
Wehipeihana, 2016). As outlined by Patton, McKegg and Wehipeihana (2016), development
evaluations ask probing questions into intractable programs then assess the information collected
using their distinctive programmatic logic with evaluator data emerging. This study provides
data that could be used in ongoing developmental evaluations on effecting persistence in higher
education for underserved populations.
Data Collection
As Merriam states (2009) “collecting data always involves selecting data, and the
techniques of data collection that will affect what finally constitutes ‘data’ for purpose of
research” (Merriam, 2009, p. 86). Guiding me throughout this process has been Creswell and
Poth’s (2018) data collection circle. The data collection circle provides a framework for the
systemic, comprehensive and ethical collection, organization and description of my data. This
approach guided me in the formulation of key observations reflecting the relationship between
the authentic, lived experiences of the participants and a research protocol to uncover the most
significant factors effecting persistence for my research participants.
The primary data collection mechanism used in this research was semi-structured
interviews. Interviews are important for qualitative research “when we cannot observe
behavior, feelings, or how people interpret the world around them” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015, p.
108). Using interviews in my research allowed the participants to detail their individual stories
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with the supports and barriers to persistence in higher education that they encountered in the
most pragmatic and comprehensive way.

Figure 5. Data Collection Circle, (Creswell and Poth, 2018, p149)
Creswell and Poth (2018) suggest data collection in qualitative research data goes
“beyond the typical reference point of conducting interviews or making observations” (p 148). In
this research, to provide a genuine portrayal of the most relevant factors effecting Latino
decisions to persist in higher education, I used multiple sources of information through the use of
a combination of methods. I used information obtained during the recorded interview, and
analysis of the participant questionnaire (Appendix C) and comments from follow-up
communications and researcher notes made during communication with the participants.
Creswell & Poth, 2018). Analysis of the data from the questionnaire, the interview and the
follow-up communications, were sorted using constant comparative analysis (CCM). The data
was categorically aggregated to identify relevant factors and discover emerging patterns and then
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placed into themes (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Connections linked to the research questions
highlighting linkages between the participant’s particular circumstance and their persistence
were detailed and information providing context or depth to the participants’ authentic, lived
experience was recorded. Last, I identified trends across the data with themes and findings
emerging.
This methodology was the foundational azimuth for the conduct of this research. It
allowed for the collection of small pieces of divergent, discerning information on the lived
experiences of the individual participants and weaving this information into data and findings on
what I learned because of studying this unique group of people. The validation and crosschecking of information provided me with a high degree of triangulation and improved the
trustworthiness of the research (Patton, 2015).
Site selection
As Creswell states (2007), “the inquirer selects individuals and sites for study because
they can purposefully inform an understanding of the research problem and central phenomenon
in the study” (p. 125). In keeping with the fidelity of this approach, the setting for this study was
two-year public community colleges in southeastern United States. The particular geographical
area of the study boasts a growing, culturally diverse population, with a large Latino community.
While agriculture has traditionally been an important component of the local economy, tourism
and increasing, high-tech companies have emerged to be significant components of the economy
today. Many community colleges in the south-east tout advantages for students including: a
seamless transfer to other colleges; affordable tuition; many with flexible payment options;
numerous remedial programs for students, including English for Academic Purposes and
remedial mathematics; and a culturally diverse student population.
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In the 2018-2019 academic year, each of these schools had over 10,000 students enrolled
in the school. The student populations were demographically similar, with nearly 60% female,
approximately half of the students attended school full-time and almost a third were over 25
years old. The student population was 25-30% Latino, 35-40% White, and between 20-25%
Black. Liberal arts are, by far and away, the most popular major, with nursing, medical
administration, and Emergency Medical Technology also receiving significant student interest.
Some 60% of the students receive some grant assistance, with over 50% receiving Pell Grants.
Graduation rates are mixed and range from a low of around 30% to nearly 50%. Overall, these
rates are comparable to the national two-year college average of 42%.
Identification of Participants
I understood from the outset the lack of Latino student persistence in higher education
would make it likely that I would experience difficulty in identifying subjects that would meet
my study criteria. I accepted my research participants would come from a hard-to-reach
population that was not easily identifiable and very small in number. Mindful that a typical
research sample ranges from 5 to 25 individuals (Creswell, 2007), I began contacting several
two-year schools in the area. Over a six-month period, I met with officials from 4 different
schools. Each expressed interest in the study and a willingness to cooperate, but when it came
time to move forward and identify potential research participants, the schools all went silent. I
even started contact with officials from different campuses within the same school in my quest
for research subjects, without success.
I took a fresh approach. I had become acquainted with several leaders in the Latino
community in the Central Florida area. I asked them if they would consider contacting
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individuals within their family, friends, work and social contacts to see if they could identify
prospective participants.
With the help of these individuals, I employed both purposeful sampling and snowball
sampling to identify my research participants. Guiding my use of purposeful sampling was the
view that “the investigator wants to discover, understand, and gain insight and therefore must
select a sample from which the most can be learned” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015, p. 97). I also
used snowball sampling, which involves asking participants if they know of anyone else who
meets the student profile and might be interested in volunteering for the research. (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2015). Once participants were identified, I sent an introductory email with a detailed
questionnaire (See Appendix B). Besides questions on schooling, financial challenges and the
family and work obligations, the 4 sub-questions were provided. Once the completed
questionnaire was received, I scheduled the participants for interviews.
The original plan for the interviews was to conduct face-to-face, but with the ongoing
Coronavirus global pandemic, the public health situation obligated me to record interviews on
Zoom as the interview platform for the study. I think the Zoom interviews were positive. The
Zoom filter allowed for a more relaxed and informative interview.
The criteria for this study in selecting research participants was to identify candidates
who could clarify the unique factors that contributed to Latino student persistence as they
traversed through their personal journey in higher education. To support this research, I used the
following criteria to identify research participants:
1. Identify as Latino
2. Over 18 years of age
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3. First-generation college student, though not necessarily first-generation Latino in
USA
4. Recipients of financial assistance
5. Tested out or graduated from an English for Academic Purposes Program
6. Graduated with at least an Associate’s degree in the last five years
Participant Interviews
The central instrument for this research was the interview protocol (see Appendix E). As
the researcher, I established a good degree of personal rapport and confidence with the
participants conducive to uncovering the most authentic data possible. The principal method of
data collection for this study was semi-structured, recorded interviews. According to Merriam
and Tisdell (2015), “Less-structured formats assume that individual respondents define the world
in unique ways” (p. 110). During the interviews, I used an interview guide comprising basic
questions to facilitate conversation. The guide was not intended to be a script to be rigidly
followed (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015) for every participant. It helped during transitions from
theme to theme. The format allowed me the flexibility necessary to “respond to the situation at
hand, to the emerging worldview of the respondent, and to new ideas on the topic” (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2015, p. 111).
With this research I could interact with the research participants–successful Latino
students who persisted in their studies, with the goal to obtain as much detailed information
about their thick, lived experiences in higher education. Thus, a semi-structured format for the
interviews provided the flexibility to reveal the most interesting information from the
participants.
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Interview Protocol
The research guide for my study was the interview protocol (Appendix E). The protocol
for the semi-structured interviews provides a methodological foundation for how to capture and
describe the thick lived experiences of the participants. The a priori questions formed the
foundation for and drive the conduct of the interviews. The questions were primarily openended to allow the participants a flexible forum to give voice to their rich experiences to “yield
descriptive data, even stories about the phenomenon” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015, p. 121). The
protocol goal was to facilitate a deep, free-flowing conversation while ensuring the critical
components of the protocol guide are incorporated.
To capture the rich, lived experiences, it is essential to establish rapport and make the
participants comfortable and willing to share their authentic experiences. Seidman (2005) noted,
“interviewing is both a research methodology and a social relationship that must be nurtured,
sustained, and then ended gracefully” (p. 95). I used the beginning of the Zoom interview to
review demographic data and to establish rapport and a comfort level with the participants (See
Appendix C). The follow-up questions sent to each participant after the interview highlighted
areas of interest and provided the participants with an opportunity to expand on their interview
comments, or bring in additional topics.
The original interview plan allowed for the research participants to choose the
location and time of any meetings so they can be at ease and we can build confidence
together. Interviews were scheduled once Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval had
been obtained (See Appendix A). Face-to-face interviews were ruled out because of the
COVID-19 global pandemic and were replaced by Zoom interviews. Each semi-structured
interview lasted an hour more than an hour and was conducted in June-July 2020. They
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were overwhelmingly in English, though some Spanish was used by each participant to
more comfortably describe particular events in more detail and cultural nuance. The
interviews were recorded and observations noted by the researcher as to any utterances,
noticeable body language and any tone, or particular emphasis made by the participant
during the interview. The recording of the interview permitted the researcher to
concentrate on what the participants are saying and not trying to document the
information. This allowed me to ask probing questions and thoughtful follow-ups to
maximize the data collection opportunity.
A copy of the informed consent letter (see Appendix D) was forwarded for their
review and a signed copy received prior to sending out the questionnaire. The purpose of
the consent form was to inform the research participants of the purpose, procedures to be
used during the study and the measures used to protect their confidentiality. Before the
start of the interview, I presented the consent form to the student for signature. After the
interview, it was transcribed by a professional transcription service and forwarded to the
participant for review. They had up to a full week to review and highlight any
discrepancies, or recommend any changes or clarifications, though all participants
responded with 1-2 days. There were no significant issues raised by the participants from
the review of their interview.
Each participant selected pseudonyms to ensure their confidentiality. The
participants selected the pseudonym of their choice, or selected one from a list of 10
randomly selected Latino names once they had signed the consent form. Any personal data
collected during the research and the recorded interviews has been kept on a passwordprotected USB device and stored in a secure area in my home office. I offered the
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participants a $50 gift card for their time after the completion of the initial interview, the
follow-up interview, and participation throughout the duration of this study. Only two
accepted the gift card.
Data Analysis
Data analysis in qualitative research requires a defined methodology and an accurate
summary of the data so that the findings can be presented credibly (Gay et al., 2012). In
analyzing the data collected the researcher attempts to abstract meaning and detail its
implications in the study (Gay et al., 2012, p. 466). To analyze data is to interpret and find
meaning by summarizing and discovering patterns within the data (Gay et al.,2012). As Gay et
al. (2012) and Tellis (1997) note, the research must review and consider the data multiple times
before the research can begin the process of data interpretation. Creswell and Poth (2018) posit
data analysis comprises “moving in analytic circles rather than using a fixed linear approach” (p.
185).
Coding
As Denzin and Lincoln note (2005, p. 517), coding is the first step in analyzing data. It is
a technique that assigns a value to the individual bits of information collected so we can easily
test it as data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). The codes increase as more themes are discovered
during the analysis process. Coding is important for grouping and categorizing the data collected
for the study (Gay et al., 2012, p. 320; Denzin & Lincoln, 2015, p 482-483; Merriam, 2009, p.
195; Olsen, 2012, p. 46).
As reported by Gay et al. (2012), Merriam (2009), and Olsen (2012), there are three types
of coding: open, axial, and selective. Since interviewing allows the researcher a view into the
participant’s authentic lived experiences, it is essential that the researcher establish rapport and a
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feeling of security with each participant. In addition, Seidman (2005) stated “interviewing is both
a research methodology and a social relationship that must be nurtured, sustained, and then
ended gracefully” (p. 95). I used a brief initial meeting to begin obtaining detailed data and
establishing rapport to further enhance my research (Appendix C). At the beginning of data
analysis, I attempted to be as expansive as needed in identifying any information that might be
useful. Because this is an ‘open’ process at this point in the analysis, this form of coding is often
called open coding. (Sharan & Tisdell, 2015, p205).
Open coding
I used open coding at the beginning of research data analysis to identify information that
may be useful. The researcher assigns codes to information collected to frame categories. The
researcher goes through the transcript of the information from the participants, then groups
comments, observations and notes that correlate together. This is the same as sorting items and
grouping them. The researcher then groups units of data that are relevant together (Sharan &
Tisdell, 2015).
Axial Coding
The researcher identifies sub-categories that relate to each other, and then they connect
the categories with subcategories (Merriam & Associates, 2002, p. 180). Merriam and
Associates (2002, p. 149) state that a model emerges based on that identifies consequences,
context, and actions to pursue.
Selective Coding
Categories emerge from the data through comparing, coding, and analyzing. Based on
this coding, hypothesis and propositions can be formed. According to Merriam and Associates
(2002, p. 149), coding can develop themes and to connect categories. The coding procedures
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allow distinct categories to surface and they can describe the authentic, lived experiences of the
participants. Analysis of the data from the questionnaire, the interview and the follow-up
communications, were sorted using constant comparative analysis (CCM). The data was
categorically aggregated to identify relevant factors and discover emerging patterns and then
placed into themes (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Connections linked to the research questions
highlighting linkages between the participant’s particular circumstance and their persistence
were detailed and information providing context or depth to the participants’ authentic, lived
experience was recorded. Last, I identified trends across the data with themes and findings
emerging.
In this study, I applied three different types of data collection: 1) document analysis, 2)
open-ended, recorded interviews, 3) researcher observations. I organized the data through the
protocol instrument based on the specific data collected during the interviews, information
gleaned from the biographical data and my personal observations. I highlighted any connections
linked to the research questions and recorded any information that could add context and depth
to the participants’ authentic, lived experience.
Moustakas (1994) describes methods for analysis of data incorporating the listing and
preliminary grouping of information, followed by the reduction and elimination of information
not deemed relevant and the clustering and placing of relevant information into themes. This
guided my data collection and analysis. I then sought to clarify the relationships between what I
gathered, the interview protocol, and the research a priori questions (Appendix E). I then
highlighted any linkages revealed by the data and identify any significant points of interest.
I then identified the various factors and their direct connection with the participant’s
success. I hoped to identify the most relevant actual linkages between the participant’s particular
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circumstances and their success. Last, I looked for trends across the data connected with how the
research participants succeeded in their studies. This level of intentionality generated a careful
review of the biographical data and the interview with the participants, examining their
awareness of how these specific events affected their decisions to persist.
My approach to generating the interview and post-interview questions was done through
the use of combining the protocol and the anecdotal notes captured from the questionnaire and
the interview. I looked for examples of events or factors that the participants identified as
critical to their success and drawn out by the research protocol. Once the post-observation
questions emerge, I pressed for any additional insights the participants might share regarding the
most impactful barriers and supports they encountered during their studies. The result was a level
of reflectivity and introspection from the participants that produced thoughtful considerations for
educational stakeholders looking to make improvements in their programs.
Trustworthiness & Validity of the Research
Trustworthiness
The goal of qualitative research is to better understand the how and why of a particular
event or phenomenon. It can offer the reader a glimpse into the authentic, lived experiences, and
a sense of ‘being there’ with the participants. To be successful, the researcher needs to earn the
trust of not only the research participants, but the reader. How the data is collected, analyzed and
interpreted allows the reader a foundation to assess the trustworthiness of the research (Creswell
& Poth, 2018).
The trustworthiness of the research focuses on its credibility and reliability (Creswell &
Poth, 2018). Since reality can differ based on the perspective of the participants, the researcher
and the reader, establishing rigor is critical for trustworthiness. Lincoln & Guba (1985) identify
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four criteria for trustworthiness that helps build rigor into a study: credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability.
Credibility is the perceived believability, or fairness of the study. In the study, the
primary instrument to establish credibility was through the use of member checks. According to
Lincoln and Guba (1985) member checking is “the most critical technique for establishing
credibility” (p 314). Member checks allow research participants to review data collected during
their interactions with the researcher, so they can make any necessary changes and add additional
information to provide a more complete picture of their authentic, lived experiences (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985). I worked to ensure as accurate and robust portrayal of the participants’ lived
experiences as possible by using member checking and appropriate.
I achieve transferability in a study when the research provides the reader a more complete
understanding of the setting and the rich, thick lived descriptions of the participants. The reader,
through their own assessment of the depth and detail provided, makes their own determination if
the findings are applicable and transferable beyond this individual study (Lincoln & Guba,
1985). This was based on how well the issues are framed and how accurately the social and
cultural surroundings described by the participants are reflected in the research. Throughout my
research I endeavored to secure the most authentic account of the participant’s experiences in
persisting in higher education and let the reader decide if the research has transferability (Lincoln
& Guba, 1985).
Dependability of this study was affirmed through a detailed accounting of the
methodology used throughout the research that, as Merriam and Tisdell (2015) state, “describes
how data were collected, how categories were derived, and how decisions were made throughout
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the inquiry” (p. 252). Throughout the research, I attempted to provide the most robust, accurate
accounting possible.
Confirmability focuses on the research findings and the confidence the reader can have
that they accurately reflect the words of the research participants and were not unduly influenced
by the researcher, or a particular agenda (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In this study, the thoroughness
of the audit trail, in combination with a detailed reflexivity statement, provided the basis for
confirmability. The reflexivity statement is critical because it outlined the significant
background influences I have had that may affect the conduct of my research and the
presentation of the study’s findings.
Triangulation
Triangulation uses an array of methods and strategies for collecting data
from sources to present a more comprehensive overview of the experiences of the participants
(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Gay et al., 2012). Triangulation is a method to enrich, refute, confirm
and explain the information collected during the research. It can provide a richer and more
thoughtful review of the research setting and the data collected. Triangulation can also validate
the research and study data collected by cross-referencing information (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007;
Gay et al., 2012; Merriam & Associates, 2002) and can provide a way for the researcher to
account for limitations that surface in the study. Using two or more approaches or methods, the
researcher can gather information that can complement the varied methods. I worked to ensure
my methods support the research design and allow for the development of a level of
trustworthiness that my data collected ethically, and my findings were consistent and valid
(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Gay et al., 2012).
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In this study, I triangulated the information gleaned from the detailed questionnaire, the
in-depth interview field notes made during and directly after the interviews, and the postinterview questions and observations. I also employed member checking to ensure accuracy of
the information collected, while allowing for participant comments on researcher inferences.
Researcher Positionality
As Sultana (2007) notes, “it is critical to pay attention to positionality, reflexivity, the
production of knowledge and the power relations inherent in research processes to undertake
ethical research (p 380). Using this as my guide, I worked to establish a collaborative setting in
each encounter with the participants, focusing on stimulating open dialogue, building trust and
confidence. I was aware personal bias may surface during my research and tried to conduct each
interview without bias and under the interview protocol.
Since the research participants might like to use Spanish to convey part of their thick,
lived experiences, I am prepared to use either English or Spanish, whichever is best for the
participant, but it did not surface as an issue. I endeavored to be the best facilitator, listener, and
recorder possible. I also made discriminating field observations and accurately catalog them in
my field notes. Finally, I analyzed and interpreted the data under the research design and
without overt personal bias (Stake, 1995).
Summary
This chapter detailed the research strategy and the reasoning for the qualitative
study approach. Data collection procedures were specified, including site and participation
selection, and the procedures to be employed in data recording. The chapter concluded
with a review of researcher positionality, the data analysis strategy, and measures to build
trustworthiness and research validation.
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Chapter Four
Research Themes and Findings
Introduction
The purpose of this study has been to provide a detailed accounting of the perceptions of
a group of Latino students who persisted to graduate with at least a two-year degree in the last
five years. Latino students have experienced a persistent trend of underachievement in education
for decades. Research into Latino graduation rates has focused on student departures and
identifying institutional or programmatic shortfalls (Kuh, 2006, Tinto, 1975,1987, 1993, 2013),
while fewer studies have concentrated on how students could succeed.
This research examines the issue from a slightly different perspective: a group of
successful Latino students. It highlights the institutional and psychosocial factors influencing
Latino decisions to persist through the combined lens of Critical Race Theory (Delgado &
Stefancic, 2017) and three of the grand theories of persistence and retention (Tinto, 2013; Bean
& Easton, 2006; Kuh 2006). Critical race purports the controlling dominant classes create
institutional impediments that provide structural advantages for certain groups at the expense of
others. Retention and persistence theory focus on such factors as individual student attributes,
external interactions and the quality of the school’s program and their impact on student success.
In exploring this theme and to give voice to the thick, rich narratives of this hard-toreach, not easily identifiable and very small population of successful Latinos in higher education,
the following questions guided this study:
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Grand Tour
“What do some Latino students and their institutions do to enable decisions to persist,
and how do they do it?”
Research Sub-Questions
1.

How do the participants make meaning of their experiences to persist to graduate?

2.

What are the participants’ perceptions of the barriers to persistence?

3.

What are the participants’ perceptions of the supports for persistence?

4.

What advice would the participants have for students seeking to persist?

I conducted the research and analysis for this study from May-July 2020.
Participant communication was on email and the interviews were conducted and recorded on
Zoom, because of the public health challenges of the ongoing Coronavirus global pandemic.
Having virtual interviews versus the more traditional face-to-face interviews did not appear to
have any significant effect on the willingness of the participants to discuss their experiences, or
in the quality or depth of the data collected.
I presented the research analysis in this chapter in two parts; the first a narrative summary
of the in-depth qualitative interviews and information collected from each of the participants. I
identified emergent themes from each participant from the information collected. The second
part of the analysis was an application of the emergent themes to the 4 sub-questions of the
study.
To address the grand tour question of this study research findings and their implications
for practice was presented in the last chapter once the data has been fully considered and filtered
through the review of the extant literature on Latino persistence. Recorded Zoom interviews
were guided by an interview protocol (Appendix E) and transcribed by a commercial service.
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Quotations and extracts in this study reflect as accurately as possible the participants stated
words. To protect the identity of the participants, anything that might identify them was
removed. They are used to show the depth of their perceptions and to help explain their
challenges and motivations. Breaks and pauses we omitted when they added nothing of value
and minor grammatically errors were corrected to improve readability.
My initial analysis identified potential emerging themes and patterns and member
checking was used to add credibility to the study by allowing participants to review, recommend
changes and validate their narratives
The Research Participants
The five individuals taking part in the study identified as being Latino, first-generation
college students in the United States, received some kind of financial assistance, tested out or
graduated from an English for Academic Purposes Program and graduated with at least an
Associate’s degree in the last five years. Figure 6 summarizes the research participants.
Pseudonym Place of
birth
Sophia

Sex

Abigail

Dominican F
Republic
Peru
F

Angel

Venezuela

M

Casandra

Colombia

F

Major

Student
Debt at
graduation
Elementary $0
Education
BA
$0
Nursing
Law
$0

MA in
Library
Science
Mia
Panama
F
MA
Nursing:
Clinical
Specialist
Figure 6. Overview of Research Participants

$18000
paid off in
1 year
$500

Years in
higher
education
6 years

Number
Schools
attended
2

12 years

4

10 years

3

10 years

3

8 years

2
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Each participant had a very different educational experience. The commonalities of their
experiences, whether it was in overcoming a myriad of personal and institutional obstacles, to
their personal challenges with academics and the criticality of family support provided an
authentic narrative rich in details about Latino persistence in higher education. The responses
and narratives captured in this study reinforce aspects of the existing literature on the barriers,
motivations and supports to persistence. Their background commonalities include:
1.

None of the participants were born in the United States. All arrived in their
twenties, except Sophia who arrived in the United States when she was twelve
and Mia when she was fifteen.

2.

Sophia and Mia were also the only participants to graduate from high school in
the United States.

3.

All were first-generation college students in the United States.

4.

All participants were raised in families where Spanish was and still is the primary
language in the home.

5.

Everyone but Angel started college at a local community college as they
progressed to at least a Bachelors Degree.

6.

While to varying degrees, each participant encountered difficulties with English.

7.

Immigration status was a challenge for 2 of the 5 participants and a continuing
concern for 2 others.

Their Stories
Abigail
Background. Abigail is a woman in her early forty’s. She is a married mother of two.
Abigail arrived in the United States from Peru at 24, with no real English language capability, a
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high school education and a desire to change her life. In 4 different schools over twelve years
she would study until she graduated with a bachelor’s degree in nursing from a large state
university in the south-east.
Abigail’s interview was conducted via Zoom and lasted approximately 1 hour and 20
minutes. Her demeanor throughout the interview was one of a humble, confident person who
views her academic accomplishments with pride and is grateful for her opportunities. She was
not tense at any point during the interview and openly discussed her experiences in higher
education and perceptions of the most critical factors in student persistence. She answered every
question straightforwardly and seemed to enjoy reflecting on those years in her life.
Family & Work Obligations
Abigail was the 3rd of five children. Her mother has been very important in her life. Her
extended family was diverse, with some relatives graduating college in Peru, by-and-large
though her family was from the working class in Peru. The push for education that seemed to
drive Abigail the most was her desire for independence. She had seen cases where women had
divorced, or were abandoned with few employment options because of their lack of an education
and financial dependency. Abigail felt there were few opportunities for her in Peru to advance
she characterized her situation in Peru as:
When I was in high school, I wanted to be a psychologist that's
what I wanted. I applied to a university over there in Peru, but the
public universities were so crowded, there were very limited
options for students. I tried two times to enter to university, but I
couldn't. (Abigail, p3)
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Her brother lived in the United States and at the urging of her mother, she left her
country, friends and way of life behind for what she perceived as a dream of something better.
Upon her arrival to the United States, Abigail had a strong desire to learn English and before
long she had enrolled in an evening adult program at a local high school. While she was taking
these courses one of her teachers asked her about attending college in the United States. She had
not considered it a viable option, but her husband convinced her to stop the high school classes
and to visit a local community college for an admissions interview. She discovered she could
enroll in an Academic English program and begin to formal classes.
Abigail found the enrollment process to not be overly complicated and the advising she
received to be very supportive. She soon was in a class with quite a diverse group of students.
There were students from India, several countries from the Middle East, and students from many
countries in Latin America. This group had a significant impact on Abigail. She saw in this
quite diverse group a spirit to take advantage of an opportunity to study, and it only reinforced
her views on the importance of education.
Abigail, wanted to succeed for several reasons. Foremost, she did not want to disappoint
her family. No one in her family had every graduated with a university degree from the United
States, and she wanted to be the first. She also wanted to use her education to get a good job so
she could help out her mother at home in Peru, have a steady, secure career path and a solid
benefits package.
She summarized her views as:
Even though I was tired or frustrated. I could not stop thinking
about my husband, his support and I didn't want to disappoint him.
I also wanted to make my father happy because I know the people
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that love me will feel pride. That also pushed me to keep going.
(Abigail, p11)
During the time Abigail was taking night English classes, she met her husband. They
were married 5 months after meeting. The decision to get married was impacted by Abigail’s
immigration status, though it was more of a secondary factor. They wanted to live together, but
for cultural and family reasons, she could not, so they got married. She began to work while she
was taking classes at night. She knew that to go to college she would need to work to pay for it.
To meet the balance of family, school and work, Abigail had to establish strict priorities that left
little time for anything else, neither activities at school, or visiting with friends. There were few
nights out and getting enough sleep was a constant battle.
Abigail’s husband was very supportive of her educational pursuits and they worked
together on managing her school schedule, especially coordinating childcare to fit her schedule.
Her husband was also her personal English tutor and guide to navigating American higher
education. She said they all made lots of sacrifices to support her education. She cites repeatedly
during her interview the importance of having a very supportive home environment for students
to persist.
Abigail described her daily battle while in school:
Basically, when I was a full-time employee, we would drop off my
daughter very early at daycare around 6:00 AM and then would go
to work 8:00 to 4:00, that was four times a week. Depending on the
class and if it had a lab, I might only take one class for the
semester. Most of the time classes were 2-3 times a week in the
late afternoon or evening. Many times my husband would pick up
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my daughter at day care. When I would get home, I basically got
ready for the next day. On my days off, I would do the homework
that I have for that class and try to have some family time.
(Abigail, p2)
Abigail also mentioned that her desire to persist and succeed in higher education
influenced decisions regarding children. She said this was especially true in the beginning of her
studies when she plunged herself headlong into mastering English. She delayed having more
children until she felt she was succeeding and was nearing her goal.
Education
Abigail’s secondary school education in Peru was satisfactory, but did not prepare her for
higher education in the United States. When she arrived in the United States, her priority was to
learn English. Her success in her night classes got her to believe she could learn English. It also
helped her find a pathway to continue her to studies. She said she was totally surprised when the
instructors would ask her about attending college. At first, she did not believe an opportunity for
her like that existed and the more she discussed it with her instructors, the more interested she
became in bringing it to reality.
Decision to Attend College
Abigail’s decision to attend college was based on her desire to advance herself
professionally, help her family, and she wanted to be the first member of her family to graduate
from college in the United States. As time went on, her persistence was based on not wanting to
disappoint her husband and children, since she felt they had made many sacrifices to support her
studies. While she sought appointments with admissions and financial assistance counselors, she
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thought they did not have a significant role in her decisions, or influenced her enrollment plans.
She commented that they were polite, but not useful for her particular situation.
The Schools
Abigail spoke highly of the professors and advisers she encountered during her studies.
At each step of the way she felt they were supportive and encouraged her to keep going. She still
found reading and writing in English to be a challenge. As she progressed through her studies,
the pressure to master English only increased. Classes like anatomy and biology were difficult.
Abigail found the academics to be challenging, not only because of her difficulties with
English, but the rigor of her program. She commented that studies in the United States had
students question their assumptions and to think critically for solutions, instead of lessons that
focused more on memorizing material to be dredged up during tests. Her previous educational
experiences had not really provided her with a solid foundation for studies at this level, but she
persisted.
Abigail did not take part in school activities, or social events, and while she described a
collegial working experience with other students, she developed few enduring friendships
primarily because her priorities were family, work and school. Any extra time would be for the
family.
She described her challenges like this:
The major barriers that I have probably were time and language.
Time because family, work and trying to figure it out how to be
successful at school without not too many hours to dedicate to do
homework or whatever and then the language because it mainly was
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my second language but all the other things, not really. (Abigail,
p12)
Abigail said that she never seriously considered departing school before graduating. She
had to take breaks in her education based on her priorities, that included entire semester breaks,
but she returned as her priorities allowed. When she was in the local community college, she
was dissatisfied with the pace of her studies, especially in English.
Well, sometimes, you fear the very fine line you walk, that you can
even become depressed. You feel "I don't fit here", or, "They don't
like me," and it's not like that. You just feel down because you
didn't get a good test grade. Maybe you just didn't understand the
material you didn't understand what the professor was talking to
you about and you feel like a fool, but that's the process of learning,
it's just there. (Abigail, p16)
She wanted to complete her Associate’s degree and master English faster, but the
constraints she faced in maintaining a balance between school, work and family affected her
progress towards these goals.
Abigail described her overall experience in higher education as a worthwhile, but not an
easy endeavor. The impression of Abigail is that she is a very focused person, grounded by her
family, justifiably proud in her academic accomplishments and thankful for her opportunities.
When she began her studies, she was content just to learn English. Earning a BA in Nursing
from a major university in the United States was beyond any dream she had when she first
studied. Persistence for her has been a combination of personal drive, family support and
encouragement, and overcoming academic challenges.
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Responses to Research Sub-Questions
Sub-Questions:
How do the participants make meaning of their experiences to persist to graduate?
Abigail described her persistence in terms of not wanting to disappoint her family, both in Peru
and her husband in the United States, since they had been so supportive of her efforts over the
years. In addition, she had a strong desire to achieve a level of education that would ensure she
could have a degree of financial and professional independence.
Abigail felt that the support and encouragement she received, specifically from her
husband and her advisers and professors, were significant in her efforts to persist.
What are the participants’ perceptions of the barriers to persistence? For Abigail her
husband was by far the most important support in her journey through higher education. He
picked up the children at daycare, helped out in the house, helped her clarify concepts in English,
provided encouragement went she felt stressed and the financial support necessary for her to
persist.
Abigail also mentioned the valuable experiences she had with some of her academic
advisers and professors. She cited many examples of how they provided her with the advice and
support she needed to pursue her education. While they may not have been influential in her
practical decision making, they were helpful in identifying options and in providing
encouragement at critical moments for her. She described a mentoring type relationship with
some faculty members as:
I had a good relation with my professors, especially in the last
years, in my where professors acted like mentors. Actually, I think
because they knew that English was my second language they were
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very compassionate with me, however they were not easy with me.
They expected the same, but they provided me with the tools. This
one in particular said, "Hey, I have these people that you can
contact and they will help you," because it was about writing. We
had a lot of papers to write and I needed help. From my point of
view, these professors were very good, very compassionate.
(Abigail, p12)

Reflecting on her classmates, Abigail felt lucky in that the students she encountered had
the same drive as she did. Everyone was trying to finish the next assignment and advance. Many
had significant work and family responsibilities, juggled complicated work and school schedules,
and battled to find the time to meet the school bureaucracy and academic requirements.
While Abigail did not have the chance to make many long-lasting friendships, she had a
collegial professional relationship with many students. She was unsure how many persisted.
She felt many took time off and finished, because they were so committed. She said she was
aware of some people departing school. They were generally younger, without a strong support
system and unclear academic goals.
What are the participants’ perceptions of the barriers to persistence? For Abigail there
were two barriers that caused her significant difficulty during her studies. The first was paying
for her education. She did not take out any loans, having decided to work to pay for her school.
Full-time work combined with full-time study was a constant challenge for her. The other
barrier for her was her command of English. Even though she had graduated from an Academic
English program and studied in English for many years, she still had significant challenges with
her English. She described two specific difficulties: writing papers and taking subjects like
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biology and anatomy in English. Despite these trials, Abigail had no actual need for remedial
programs and experienced no significant institutional or individual issues that she would classify
as discriminatory, or disrespectful. In summing up her approach to meeting her barriers to
persistence, she noted:
You just have to persevere. It is okay to have fear, to be afraid. It
doesn't mean it has to be a barrier and stop what you want to
pursue. Use that fear as a warning that something is not right, that
you need to do something different. But don't let the fear make you
feel that you're not good enough. Just to check where the fears
come from. Why do you have those fears and do what you can do
about it? (Abigail, p20)
What advice would the participants have for students seeking to persist? Abigail stated
that students seeking to persist need to prioritize things in their lives. There will not be much
time for meeting with friends, relaxing, or sleep. She stressed that she tuned out everything else
in her life, but school, work and family. She also stressed that students wanting to persist need to
find and maintain a balance in their lives. If there are not focused and do not have a good
balance in their lives, they will have a much more difficult time succeeding. Summing up her
recommendations for students seeking to persist, she asked them to consider:
Be ready for not a lot of sleep. When you take these types of
decisions, especially when you're a parent and then you have the
opportunity to go back to school, you had to be very specific and
very selective of how you spend your time.
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To obtain great things in your life, you must work hard. You need
to figure out how to keep motivated and be kind with yourself
because it’s not going to be an easy journey.
Just keep going, because it's not going to be easy. But guess what?
Right now, we're talking about 15 years in school, but I don't feel
like there were 15 years in school. Time goes by fast. (Abigail, p25)
What do some Latino students and their institutions do to enable decisions to persist,
and how do they do it? Abigail believed success in higher education depended on the persistence
of the individual student and the level of support they received from the family. She stated that
her journey through higher education would have been next to impossible if it were not for the
support she received from her family. Schools can have an impact, according to Abigail by
having academic programs more responsive to the needs of the students. Her suggestions
included more flexible class schedules, improved activities for students to feel connected to the
school and classmates, and increased access to faculty were just a few of her suggestions. She
also felt her experience would have been better if the academic and financial counseling
programs were more connected to the individual student. She found these programs to be
supportive, but not useful. While Abigail found individual advisers and faculty more open and
helpful, she felt schools could improve these programs. She noted that, especially with the
faculty, they were always trying to encourage and mentor her.
She expressed a strong view, however, that if a student was motivated and focused, they
could persist even if the school had mediocre programs. She added that if a school had an
excellent inclusive program, but the student was not particularly motivated, the chances of their
persisting would not be very good.
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For Abigail the emergent themes included:
1.

The importance of the support she received from her entire family,
especially her husband.

2.

The cost of her education required full-time work to pay for her expenses.

3.

The personal sacrifices she endured to work and raise two children. She
expressed regret at how much time she had to spend away from the
family, especially her oldest child.

4.

Abigail felt the encouragement she received from her academic advisers
and professors was important for her, but she did not find them to be
useful in helping her specific challenges.

5.

Immigration status, because of her marriage, never was an issue for her.

6.

Interactions with the school bureaucracies, especially the financial and
academic advisers, were not very helpful in her particular experience,
besides encouragement. Individual faculty members were a source of
encouragement and important mentors.

7.

Mastering English for her program of study was very difficult for her,
especially in subjects like biology and anatomy.

8.

She had no real social integration at school. She attended no events, was
involved in no clubs or activities, and developed no close relationships
from school.

9.

Abigail did not feel any discrimination or disrespected because of her race.

10.

While frequently frustrated, Abigail never considered departing from
school permanently. She missed semesters because of family or
financial considerations, but she always knew she would persist.

11.

Abigail conveyed a high degree of personal satisfaction for having
persisted and working as a registered nurse.
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Angel
Background
Angel arrived in the United States in his early 20s from Venezuela when political strife
inside of Venezuela was entering a critical phase. He originally came to the United States for
just a brief visit, as he had done frequently in the past, but he saw fewer and fewer opportunities
in Venezuela and felt the instability would only continue. Angel also saw more personal and
professional options for him in the United States. When he arrived, he was already a practicing
attorney in Venezuela, but faced a rather tough challenge: He did not speak English. He quickly
enrolled in a year-long Intensive Academic English program at an Ivy League school. This
began a journey through American higher education that would continue to for another 6 years at
3 different schools.
Angel’s interview was conducted via Zoom and lasted over 1 hour and 30 minutes. His
demeanor during the interview was relaxed and cordial throughout. He was quite willing to
discuss his personal experiences and perceptions of the most critical factors in Latino student
persistence. He answered every question without hesitation and did not appear nervous, or upset
at any point in the interview.
Angel was very aware of the challenges faced by Latino students in the United States. He
also was keenly aware that his particular circumstance differed significantly from the
overwhelming majority of Latino students. Angel had significant parental financial support
during his studies, so he did not have to work. He was also entering higher education in the
United States with a law degree and significant professional experience. Angel also enjoyed the
support system designed by the schools he attended to assist international students. These
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programs provided help on things like a student visa, housing recommendations, academic
counseling services and job search services for graduates.
His challenges, however, were from mastering English and managing the vast differences
in the legal educational systems and to keep advancing towards his professional goals as an
attorney. He did not have the financial constraints and the challenge of juggling a challenging
work and family schedule that hinder so many Latino students in higher education.
Family & Work Obligations
Angel is quick to give credit to his parents for their financial support and encouragement.
He stated several times they provided him with the foundation to succeed. They were both
lawyers in Venezuela; he was their only child, and they were dedicated to his success. While his
parents could pay for college and living expenses, he felt a significant personal obligation to
succeed because of their financial sacrifice.
In describing the support he received from his family, he noted:
My opinion is you need a support system. You need your family
support and you need friends' support. My parents were the ones,
especially my mom and my dad were the ones that always, always,
they always told me, "If you fall, you will get up, you will do it.
It's okay to be sad for a day, but the next day, continue. Go and try
it again. You have to do this."Without that support, I wouldn't be
able, the psychological aspect of my parents. Even though that they
were not with me present, but every day, they will tell me, "You
need to get up and you need to continue." Obviously, the financial
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aspect, as well, I wasn't worried about, "Oh, my God, I need to
work for--" That aspect was a humongous relief. (Angel, p7)
Angel’s immigration status in the early years was based on his student visas, it was only
after he graduated law school in the United States did his status normalize. His social life was
generally a mix between his Latino and U.S. friends, though Angel noted that he limited his
contacts with Latinos in favor of his more English-speaking friends, because he wanted to
immerse himself in the language and culture.
Angel summarized his decision to stay in the United States and work professionally as:
Venezuela is a country that always had strong ties to the US,
culturally and financially. We always had it as our big brother, I
would call it. I wanted to come to the US. I always had an
admiration, and I wanted to come here, not only because I wanted
to study—I didn't foresee myself staying here for the rest of my life,
but I wanted to get something out of it, especially from the
educational point of view, on returning to my country and bring that
part of the American culture to our culture. I left the country in
2002. If I remember, was the summer of 2002. I came for a
weekend and I didn't leave. I stayed here legally with a tourist visa
and I extended that tourist visa. I wasn't doing much here; I stayed
here with a friend of mine just because things in Venezuela were
getting worse. We just got through, I believe, a nationalist strike
and then there wasn't much going on professionally that enticed me
to go back to Venezuela. (Angel, p2)
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Education
Angel’s rated his secondary school experience as very good, but it was not very relevant
to his higher education journey in the United States. He had already spent 7 years in higher
education in Venezuela, graduating as a top student in one of the most prestigious universities in
Venezuela. His studies in the United States were based on his desire to practice law and the
realities he needed to master English to succeed.
During his studies in Academic English program he was made aware of a Master’s
degree in Comparative Law program from a major university in the south-east portion of the
United States. This program was open to international lawyers who wanted to practice law in the
United States.
Angel summarized his thoughts as:
“I'm living in a large city, I'm learning English, studying full time.
I found out from one of the professors that there are law schools in
the US. That offer what is called an LLM, master's for foreign
attorneys. A Master's for foreign attorneys could be in international
law, or comparative law and having this Master will allow a
foreign attorney, depending on the state, to take the bar. I thought,
"I might need to do one of these Master's if I want to learn more
about the legal system and perhaps, one day, when I go back to
Venezuela.” (Angel, p7)

Angel thought his intensive English program would secure a sufficient fluency in
English, but his first semester in this program was difficult, challenged his thoughts on
persistence and made him seriously reflect on a career in law. He found he was woefully under91

prepared to meet the academic challenges presented in his program. His intensive language
program did not provide him with the specialized language skills needed by a lawyer to be fully
effective in drafting formal legal documents.
In addition, and perhaps for Angel, was the difference between the educational systems in
Venezuela and the United States. The U.S. has a common law tradition, which has a lot of legal
gray area and looks at precedents, or previously decided cases for the legal arguments.
Venezuela, with its civil law legal system, uses core principles or legal codes to decide cases. He
described the challenge as:
Civil law, I would say, is black and white and common law is gray,
all over the place. You can make an argument out of anything, as
long as you convince someone. To understand that, it took me
some time because you had to switch or rewire your brain to think
differently. (Angel, p4)
Decision to Attend College
Angel’s decision to attend higher education in the United States was based on his desire
to be successful and the lack of opportunities he perceived were likely to be available for him in
Venezuela. He viewed the United States as “a beacon for freedom and opportunity” and looked
for the best opportunity. His parents wanted a place where he could develop both personally and
professionally, and they were in agreement that Venezuela was not the place.
Once he arrived in the United States Angel constantly sought the best opportunity to
further his dream of practicing law in the United States. His Academic English program opened
the door for a Master’s degree in Comparative Law. There was a course on International
Commercial Arbitration that Angel really found interesting. He decided this area would be
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where he wanted to concentrate on his studies and work. He applied for and was selected for an
international internship in Paris, France. This internship allowed Angel to confirm his interest in
international commercial arbitration.
It was in this timeframe that Angel also decided he wanted to live in the state of Florida.
To accomplish both, he would need to graduate from a law school in Florida and pass the bar
examination. Angel also wanted to overcome an impression that international lawyers,
regardless of their work ethic or talent, were always considered a bit like outsides by lawyers
licensed to practice in Florida. To meet this end, Angel was accepted to a law school in the
south-east. He selected a smaller school without the distinctive academic reputation of other
nearby schools, because they waiver one year of their 3-year study requirement.
Reflecting on his experiences in higher education, Angel expressed significant pride in
what he has accomplished, but noted that it had been a long, difficult road that took some 6 years
to complete. When he enrolled in his Academic English program, he did not expect having to
get a Master’s degree and then return to law school. It was more than he expected, and he
lamented the amount of money his parents spent to support his education.
The Schools
Angel attended 3 major universities in the United States. In each he found professors,
mentors, and school programs designed to assist foreign students. He found his Academic
English program to be good for learning colloquial English, but it was insufficient for his
professional needs. He characterized the issue as:
My issues were the language barrier. The language barrier,
English, was very difficult in the sense of what I knew at the time
was basic English. English that you will see people in the streets
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talking, but not the legalese or the technical language that I needed.
(Angel, p5)
He characterized his Master’s program as very expensive, but worthwhile. The program
had many distinguished tenured professors, and many grounded adjunct faculty that had ‘contact
with reality.’ Angel found the tenured professors to be great for understanding legal networking,
but he found them mostly unavailable for more in-depth discussions of his personal
circumstance. He said the adjunct faculty was much more available and gave very practical
advice. As an example of the networking, Angel noted that through his Master’s program he
could identify and win a prestigious internship in France.
In the first semester of his Master’s program, Angel was doing poorly academically and
was quite frustrated. This was perhaps his lowest moment in his higher education studies in the
United States. He said he did not want to disappoint his parents, and this was the first time in his
life that he was academically deficient. He attributed this to be caused by his English language
shortfalls and his struggle with the common law approach. He described his experience as:
The guidance that I received, particularly from the authorities at
the university, wasn't helpful, I would say that. I succeeded
because I was resilient and my parents supported all the way up
because after my first semester I was disenchanted. I thought I
couldn't accomplish it. As a matter of fact, I had a meeting after the
first semester with our dean in which she strongly advised me
against pursuing any more legal studies in the US because of my
language skills at the time. She seriously told me that, perhaps, I
should consider some other educational path. (Angel, p12)
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Even with this negative experience, Angel never seriously contemplated departing school
before finishing because he did not want to let his parents down after all their investments in his
education and their sacrifices.
Angel’s two-year law school program as at a small, private college in the south-east
differed significantly from his Master’s program from a prestigious university with vast
resources and an impressive contact network. He attended this school for its lower cost and the
one-year credit they offered because of his previous education. The school had begun a program
to increase the percentage of their graduates passing their Florida Bar Exam, so the program was
personal and very connected. There was significant interaction with the faculty and the advising
staff, so no one got very far off track. While in law school, he found he was one of the older
students. Some younger ones, he noted, did not have the family support, or desire to persist. He
thought many went to law school because they were expected to go by their family, or it was the
best option for them at the time. He felt some did not really want to make law their vocation.
The overall impression of Angel is that he is a very accomplished professional that
earned his way into his vocation through hard work and persistence. As he said many times
during his interview, without the significant financial support and encouragement from his
family, he never would have been able to fulfill his aspirations. He described his experience as a
long, difficult journey, but well worth the sacrifice.
Responses to Research Sub-Questions
Sub-Questions
How do the participants make meaning of their experiences to persist to graduate?
Angel described his experience as a long, complex, but very worthwhile journey. He was
already a practicing attorney before entering the US higher education system. He had a sense of
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his own capabilities and value. These were tested during his academic studies in the United
States, as he practically had to start over to achieve his personal goals. Angel was concerned
about the financial burden he placed on his parents and his confidence was shaken more than
once by the required preciseness of his English and having to rewire his brain to the US
education approach. He wanted to be a practicing attorney in the United States. It took a while
for him to figure out the best way to accomplish this goal, but he did, with the abundant support
and encouragement of his family.
What are the participants’ perceptions of the supports for persistence? Angel stressed
the supports needed to persist to include a strong grounded base for students, whether it’s
parents, or a partner, or spouse. These supports are more than financial, they include
encouragement and help frequently frantic schedule of daily event and would be key for any
student’s ability to persist. In addition, he mentioned the role of professors, mentors, and school
programs as valuable supports for student persistence. He saw both good and bad examples of
this during his studies. The good programs connected students with faculty and staff in more
individualized, practical ways. He summarized his experience as:
The people that academics that were part of the university, I
would say, that have tenure, they are like professors 100%, were
not the most accessible ones. They were doing this as part of their
jobs. I feel that you were considered a number compared to the
adjunct professors that they were attorneys that were practicing on
a daily basis and they have more contact with reality, I would call.
Those people were the ones that were more open to mentor you
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and give you advice that was practical and productive. (Angel,
p18)
What are the participants’ perceptions of the barriers to persistence? For Angel,
English was a second language, and the difference between educational systems, particularly in
law schools, were his most significant barriers. Again, his situation was quite unique. He did
not have to work, or worry too much about his finances. He entered the system at the Master’s
degree level and a sense for how to get things done.
Angel discussed at length his growing up in Venezuela and how people had to keep
finding innovative ways to get things every day done because of the complications with the
government and the political stresses of the time. He spoke of how people had to strategize to
locate and buy basic food items, manage the government bureaucracy and navigate frequent
strikes, power outages, and restrictive curfews. He felt this ‘survivor’ mentality helped him
considerably with his studies in the United States, as he always kept looking for solutions for
whatever problem that surfaced.
Angel stated that components of Latino culture proved to be a significant obstacle to his
persistence. Developing a professional capability in English and adjusting his way of thinking to
align with U.S. approaches to education were specifically noted. The “rewiring” of his way of
thinking was based on significant foundational differences in educational approaches from his
native Venezuela and caused him considerable personal angst.
While Angel said he never had an encounter in any of the schools, he attended in which
he felt discriminated against, or disrespected. He relayed a feeling that he had to confront the
perception from within the legal community that he was somehow less of an attorney because he
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had not passed the Florida bar exam. This perception only focused Angel more on finishing
school and passing the bar.
He also noted that from his perspective, most of his classmates that encountered
difficulties in school were caused by a lack of desire, or focus, than any institutional impediment.
What advice would the participants have for students seeking to persist? In considering
what advice Angel would have for students seeking to persist in higher education offered the
following comments:
1. students need to keep their focus and not lose track of their goal because of a problem
with a course, or some work or family difficulty.
2. students need to be resilient, as they will face many personal and professional
challenges.
3. students should not underestimate themselves, they are much more capable than they
think.
4. be persistent, just do not give up. (Angel, p23)
What do some Latino students and their institutions do to enable decisions to persist,
and how do they do it? Angel believed success in higher education depended on the persistence
of the individual student and the foundation they have from parents, partners, or spouses.
Schools having the most impact on their students connected more regularly with faculty and the
advisers on a more practical, individual Level.
He expressed a strong view that motivated and focused students could persist, even if the
school had mediocre programs. He was less sure of the ability of the student to persist if the
school had an excellent inclusive program, but the student was not particularly motivated.
For Angel the emergent themes included:
1.

He has a very strong personal desire to succeed.
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2.

The importance he placed on the support and encouragement he received from his
family.

3.

While he did not pay, he keenly aware of the cost of his education and the
financial strain on his parents.

4.

His challenge with the level of English necessary for lawyers to communicate
effectively.

5.

The differences in educational approach between his native Venezuela and the
United States were perhaps his most difficult challenge.

6.

While not a legal problem for Angel since he could always obtain student visas,
his immigration status was always a concern. It was a source of continuing stress
since he wanted to live and work in the United States.

7.

Angel enjoyed the support and mentoring he received from some of his academic
advisers and professors. He felt most of his interactions with the bureaucracy
were not helpful, those mentors were important for his persistence.

8.

Angel was not involved in many clubs or activities at his school prior to Law
School. There he formed an organization for Latino students that concentrated on
legal challenges for Latinos.

9.

He did not feel he encountered any discrimination or disrespected because of his
race.

10.

He did not really consider departing from school at any time. While he took
breaks between programs to work and the cost and difficulty of mastering English
frustrated him, he maintained the focus on what he wanted to accomplish.
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11.

Angel had a high degree of personal satisfaction for having persisted and what he
had accomplished.

Casandra
Background
Casandra’s interview was conducted via Zoom and lasted nearly 1 hour and 45 minutes.
Her demeanor was positive throughout, and she was eager to discuss her journey through higher
education and her perceptions of the most important factors for Latino students to persist in
college. Casandra did not appear nervous, or upset at any point in the interview and she
answered every question. She was very aware of the problems encountered by Latino students in
the United States and felt her story was not all that much different from others working to make
their lives better. She said that work, school and family pretty much ruled her life as she attended
3 different schools over ten years, culminating with a Master’s degree in Library Science from a
major public university in the south-east of the United States.
Casandra arrived in the United States when she was 22 years old from Colombia.
She was working for an international airline when she met her husband, an American, while on a
trip to the United States. In Colombia, she lived what she considers a middle class life. Her father
was a Yugoslavian immigrant and a Naval Engineer. He moved to Colombia after the turmoil in
Yugoslavia marked him as a target for the government, causing him to flee. She characterized
her mother as a typical Latina stay at home mom. Her parents owned their own home and
Casandra could attend a private school and take part in very good extracurricular activities. They
traveled and had help at home. While she considered her family to have had few luxuries, she
always felt stable and comfortable.
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On her mother’s side, women did not have a college education as it was not customary in
Colombia at the time for many women to go to college. For Casandra’s generation, it was more
accepted and even expected for girls to pursue higher education. In their large extended family,
most everyone graduated from college. Their professions: doctors, engineers, dentists, social
workers, teachers, artists, architects, sociologists, and accountants. In her family, education was
stressed and people were encouraged to follow their interests and to apply themselves.
When Casandra got married, she settled in southern Florida. The newlywed couple
decided to support each other in their goals of completing university studies in the United States.
Initially, they both worked full time. After a few years, they had saved enough money for them
to begin their studies. She described their decisions regarding school:
The driving force was the realization that our salaries then would
never plan for a family or even an emergency. We both had gone
to college before but had not finished. We knew that education was
the key to a better life, so we set out to plan how both of us could
finish our education.
The first decision was to postpone a family because logistically
and financially we could not afford living expenses, an education,
and a family all at the same time.
The second was figuring out whose education we would prioritize;
we decided to prioritize my husband, who was interested in a
degree that was attainable quicker. It took planning and patience to
see this strategy through. (Casandra, p3)
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Family & Work Obligations
Casandra described her first experiences in higher education as a constant struggle
between her work, family obligations, and completing school assignments. While she was
attending community college, she was working full time and did not drive. She had to take buses
and other conveyances to get to and from work and school. Coursework decisions during her
community college studies were frequently based on her work schedule and access to public
transportation. Casandra summarized her initial experience as:
The first semester was difficult, but I adapted quickly by
organizing myself; a calendar became my best friend along with
the discipline to begin working on assignments as soon as I had
them and not waiting until the last minute to complete them.
(Casandra, p4)
They had decided to not take out student loans, so they focused all monies earned on their
education. There was little time for other people, or other activities. While she was studying for
her BA degree, they took out student loans, since they wanted to finish school more quickly and
loans were the best option. She described their financial situation during this time as “hand to
mouth.”
Since Casandra’s husband was a U.S. citizen, her immigration status never really caused
her any problems. She did recognize, however, that this was a difficult and complicated issue for
many other Latino students.
Education
Casandra considered her secondary school experience in Colombia as excellent. She
went to private school and learned English. Her English was good enough to land her a job with
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an international airline, though she had to sharpen her academic English when she first started
school. Her persistence to study in the United States was based primarily on her family’s
expectations that she apply herself and her commitment to her husband. There was a small
motivation to be the first women from her family to attend, let alone graduate from a university
in the United States.
Casandra’s community college experience was best described as ‘catch as catch can.’
Her school had multiple campuses and learning centers on her city and Casandra took courses at
several based on her work schedule, the class options and the campus access to public
transportation. She did not drive, and this was a huge personal limitation for her. She said this
limited her significantly in the amount of classes she could take, or the campuses she could
consider since transportation was always her first consideration. Casandra highlighted issues like
“How many buses to campus? Could I make it to class on time on the bus? Would there be a bus
when I finished late in the evening or could my husband pick me up?”
Casandra described the importance of a mentor in her life. Her employer was very
supportive of continuing education and would especially push Latinos to study. Her employer
allowed her to work around her school schedule at various times, and this was very beneficial for
Casandra’s persistence. At community college, academics were difficult for Casandra. She
described her educational challenge as:
Academics were difficult in the beginning because I came from an
educational system that prioritizes memorizing over analysis. I had
to learn to write papers with sources, cite those sources, etc. That
was new to me, and there was definitely a learning curve in that
aspect. (Casandra, p8)
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She found the statistics to be a real obstacle. She failed the class for the first time. She
took it again with the same professor, but dropped it early on and finally passed the course when
she enrolled with another instructor. This class marked Casandra’s low point in her academic
studies. What was helpful for her though was the “snail’s pace” of her progress at community
college because of her work schedule. She allowed herself to slowly become acquainted with
American academic expectations.
Casandra decided to study education because she wanted to be a teacher based on her
experience as a tutor in Colombia. She also thought teaching was a good fit for her personally,
since she was family oriented and liked the schedule of a teacher.
During her study for a Bachelor’s degree in elementary education she found the material
more challenging, but the primary test continued to be maintaining the balance between work,
family and studies. She noticed her classmates were younger, with some really struggling with
the academic load. Even though many lived at home, quite a number had part-time jobs to pay
for financial commitments, such as their cars, insurance, gas, and other personal expenses. She
saw many who struggled academically as they were still learning to balance work, school, and
the time they had to spend after school completing assignments.
In Master’s program in Library Science, Casandra found the work to be more
comprehensive, but the challenges remained the same: managing family work and school. She
noted some people were transferred in the middle of a semester and that made the attendance to
class a problem, or they were given increased responsibilities that required more time at work.
Some had family emergencies that could not be delegated or their childcare arrangements that
fell through at the last minute, causing significant challenges for the students.
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For Casandra, the most significant overall academic challenge was in developing good
research habits. In Colombia, academic research and the proper use of citations in the writing
process were not emphasized. She stated the ease in which information can be found online now
requires a developed understanding of how to weave it into your writing and ensure it is properly
cited.
Decision to Attend College
Casandra’s decision to attend higher education in the United States was grounded in her
desire to apply herself, which was a consistent and encouraging message from her parents and
the desire to complete school for the benefit of her husband and their plan for the future. She had
enjoyed tutoring while she was in Colombia and liked the schedule associated with the academic
year. She saw teaching as the means of getting a better job that had a decent salary and fringe
benefits, especially health care, which was important to her. When she learned however, that she
could continue to get a Master’s degree, she decided she wanted to shift her focus. Shortly after
her arrival in the United States, Casandra discovered public libraries, and it changed her entire
view of what she wanted to do. She described her experience as:
I had never experienced a public library until I moved to the
United States. It was hard to understand at the beginning that there
was no fee for all those materials and services, as the libraries I had
access to in Colombia were run very differently. One had a
membership fee and the other one was the one at the Colombo
Americano and you only had access if you were a student there.
Once I understood the concept of the public library here, I was
completely hooked. I really loved going there and became a
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regular patron. I had already embarked on the education AA
degree, and I knew working as a librarian required a Master's
degree. I was not sure I could afford to go to graduate school.
Thankfully, I was able to continue to the Master's degree, and it
was worth it. I loved library work. (Casandra, p12)

Reflecting on her experiences in higher education Casandra described traveling for ten
years along a road filled with challenges in education, while expressing a pleased sense of
personal accomplishment at having obtained a Master’s degree in the United States. She
sacrificed much during that time, but she was quite adamant that persisting was the right thing
for her.
The Schools
Casandra attended a large, public community college and two major universities, one
private and one public in the United States. Her perceptions of the faculty depended on the
school. At community college she found the faculty ‘distant.’ She attributed this as much to her
over-scheduled commitments, as to the availability of the faculty stretched by the large number
of students and multiple campuses.
She had many interactions with both financial and academic advisers. Casandra felt they
did not really offer her any useful guidance. She characterized them as “kind, but not helpful.”
This was especially true for Casandra during her community college studies, where she was
constantly racing between different campuses at different times for different courses.
Summarize her views on the difference between the two programs, Casandra noted:
What the local community college offered me was tremendous
flexibility in terms of schedules/locations that made possible to me
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as a working student to have access to education around my
location/work schedules. That flexibility was crucial during the
first part of my education because it allowed me to get it all
together while I was working full time.

While finishing my degree in Elementary Education the school
scheduled meetings when we began the program and explained all
the financial implications of the loans, grants, etc. They also
scheduled an exit meeting before we graduated; they gave us
counseling on how to navigate student debt, refinancing, etc. That
was valuable in plotting a strategy. (Casandra, p8)
When Casandra was getting her Bachelor’s degree she was often the oldest student. Her
elementary education program was formed around cohorts, so she got to work and know many
other students. She found the faculty took a genuine interest in the student’s plan for the future
and encouraged graduate school. She described a nurturing type of relationship with individual
faculty members who not only fortified her desire to persist, but helped her identify the best path
forward for her studies. While her schedule did not allow for many friendships, or evenings out,
she found them hardworking, engaged and driver to succeed.
She commented on the difficulties she faced in her last semester when she had to intern at
a public school full time. She had four rotating classes of over thirty children per class. She had
envisioned herself interning with kindergarten students, but she was assigned to teach 5th grade
math, her least favorite subject. This was one of her most challenging times in higher education,
though at no point in the process did she even consider dropping out of school. She may have
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reduced the number of credit hours on a particular semester, she remained committed to
finishing.
Casandra spoke highly of the academic and financial advising provided by her school.
She felt the academic advisers worked with her to figure out which of their programs was the
best fit and explained the financial implications of the loans and grant options. They also
included counseling on navigating student debt, so she could defer them while attending graduate
school. Casandra was complementary to the advising she received on prioritizing student loan
repayment after graduation. She felt this helped her considerably in planning for the future.
By the time Casandra started her Master’s program in Library Science, she had “finally
learned to drive… it made a world of difference” (Casandra, p14). She also considered internet
access a problem, especially for her Master’s degree. She did not have high-speed internet access
at home and “it was a challenge for me to research and take online classes with the service I had”
(Casandra, p15).
She noted her classmates were older, with the majority working full time. She admired
how they could juggle school, work and family, especially those with children. Casandra
attributed their persistence to “family support, and financial aid” (Casandra, p9). Spousal/family
support in terms of help with home responsibilities was crucial for class attendance and
completing assignments. Many relied on family members for help with their children (pick up
from daycare so they could go straight from work to classes or staying with the children on a
Saturday morning when we had class or had to meet to get some work done).
Faculty interactions and advising were different in her Master’s program. It was more
oriented on her professional development. She described it as:
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There would be conversations in class about recruiting,
interviewing, and library work in the area. We all made
connections that were very valuable when we graduated. Several of
the students were already working in libraries in other capacities,
and along with the teachers, they brought with them practical
insights about the field. We helped each other to be better
prepared. (Casandra, p15)
Regarding persistence, Casandra noted that many of her classmates remained committed
to finishing the program even though they sometimes experienced setbacks. Some had to drop a
class, or sometimes the final grade was not the best. Their ability to stick with it and take it to the
finish line despite the setbacks was critical to their success. Most of the students in the program
had taken out student loans, or were taking classes through their employer’s tuition
reimbursement program, so finishing the program was a priority for everyone.
The overall impression of Casandra is that she is a very thoughtful, organized person and
education was important to her. Her family, especially her husband, was central to her desire to
persist. She also reminisced on how her educational goals shifted. If someone would have told
her early on that she would one day have a Master’s degree in Library Science, she would not
have believed them. She described her overall experience as a long journey, but well worth the
sacrifice.
Responses to Research Sub-Questions
Sub-Questions
How do the participants make meaning of their experiences to persist to graduate?
For Casandra, the most critical factor for her success in higher education was the decision to
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delay starting a family. She felt it would have been financially and logistically impossible in her
particular situation then to raise children and pursue an education at the same time. At the
beginning, both she and her husband worked and went to school part time. After a few years,
they had saved some money, and they decided their best option was to have her husband go to
college full-time and finish more quickly. While he was studying, she worked full-time and
went to school as their schedules allowed, mostly part-time though. When he graduated, he
supported her full-time schooling.
Casandra felt another significant factor for them was how they managed their finances
early on. They purchased a tiny apartment with a tiny mortgage. Their jobs combined with fiscal
restraint made it possible for both of them to go to college. There were few vacations, or
evenings out because the money was too tight. She also noted that her community college
experience was important for their growth, in that it had affordable classes and a flexible
schedule. For Casandra to finish her Bachelor’s and Master’s Degree, they took out loans. This
was a huge decision for them, and after graduation they concentrated on paying them off as soon
as possible.
Cassandra also thought as an immigrant, it would be more complicated for her to live and
work in the United States. She found, however, that arriving speaking English proved to be a
tremendous advantage. She could work almost immediately and take college classes without
delay.
What are the participants’ perceptions of the supports for persistence? Casandra’s
perceptions of the supports for her persistence included the continuous support of her husband,
some very solid academic and financial advising from individual faculty and staff, and a strong
belief in herself.
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What are the participants’ perceptions of the barriers to persistence? Casandra cited a
wide range of barriers to persistence for her. She described maintaining good health insurance as
“a formidable challenge” (Casandra, p3). She also highlighted the limitations imposed on them
by their financial situation. They would have been able to finish college more rapidly if they
both could have worked part time and studied full time. Another significant hurdle for Casandra
was her inability to drive the first years in the United States. She said this limited her
significantly in the amount of classes she could take, or the campuses to consider since
transportation was always her first consideration. She finally learned to drive just before starting
graduate school and felt relieved her journey on public transport was over.
Casandra felt Latino culture, while important in her life, did not have a major impact on
her studies. She noted some challenges in language and acculturation, but could not recount an
experience in which she had felt discriminated against, or disrespected because of her Latino
origin. Perhaps the most significant cultural impact for Casandra was based on the differences in
educational between Colombia and the United States. She felt learning good research habits and
the proper use of citations in the writing process were not stressed in Colombia and she had to
make substantive changes to improve in her research methods. She also described the differences
in educational approach between the Colombian and U.S. systems as “prioritizes memorizing
over analysis.”
In describing her perceptions of the obstacles to persistence in her classmates, Casandra
noted that as she progressed through her studies, she witnessed few people who were not focused
and motivated. Her initial years of study were somewhat different in that more students had
difficulties and departed. She attributed this primarily to their age and lack of a clear vision of
what they wanted to do.
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She did not sense there was any institutional impediment to persisting. The bureaucracies were
not always easy to deal with and cost was always a factor, but no overt institutional barriers.
What advice would the participants have for students seeking to persist? In
considering what advice Casandra would have for students seeking to persist in higher education,
she offered the following comments:
Flexibility. “One has to be able to be flexible to adapt to unexpected circumstances.
Sometimes, one needs to take a step back in order to move forward.”
1. Never lose sight of the goal. “It was not a smooth road as the classes I took any given
semester were predicated by my circumstances at that particular time. Along the
way, there were semesters I took only one class, others that I did not take any.
Toward the end, I was taking more classes than I probably should have. But, I never
lost sight of the goal and that was what kept me going.”
2. “Never forget that no matter how hard and expensive achieving an education may be,
it is much harder and more expensive not to have it. Education is the key to lifelong
learning, wonderful experiences, and career opportunities.” (Casandra, p19)
What do some Latino students and their institutions do to enable decisions to persist,
and how do they do it? In considering what some Latino students do to enable decisions to
persist, Casandra expressed a firm belief that the individual needs to have a powerful vision of
what they want to do, be incredibly organized and have a strong support system. The support
system can come from family, friends or key faculty, but there needs to be some support.
Casandra was clear regarding the effect of organization on success and persistence. She
commented that her calendar was her best friend and guide throughout the process. She believed
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success in higher education depended on the individual’s persistence and the amount of support
they received from the family.
Regarding what schools can do, Casandra mentioned the cost of higher education was
steep. She doubted the cost would go down, but perhaps schools could work with other
educational stakeholders on managing student loan debt, or options to receive grants and other
type educational benefits. Casandra also mentioned that at the beginning of her studies the
professors and advisers were more distant and were not helpful. She recommended improved
programs, especially for students just beginning their studies.
For Casandra, individual motivation, a clear goal and a strong support system were the
keys to persistence. A motivated, focused student can overcome virtually any obstacle, but the
best program will not compensate for a lack of individual effort and a plan.
For Casandra the emergent themes for student persistence included:
1. Casandra had a strong personal desire to succeed. She valued education and saw better
employment opportunities and its benefits like retirement and healthcare as important to
her.
2. She stressed how important the support she received from her entire family was for her
success, especially her husband. She felt her persistence was a team effort with her
husband.
3. For Casandra, managing the finances and securing funding for the semester classes was a
constant source of frustration and concern.
4. The manically complex task of managing full-time employment, family responsibilities,
public transportation schedules and school requirements was a relentless challenge.
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5. Cassandra had a varied experience with her advisers and professors. Her community
college experience was less positive and less useful for her. As she progressed however,
her advisers were very useful and functioned as mentors for her and her colleagues.
6. Immigration status, because of her marriage, never was an issue for her.
7.

English was not much of a challenge for her, but learning to research papers and cite
sources was. She also had to change her academic focus from memorization to analysis.

8. Casandra had limited social integration at school. She attended no events, was involved
in no clubs or activities, and developed few close relationships from school.
9. She could not recount an incident in which she felt any discrimination or disrespected
because of her race.
10. She never considering departing from school permanently. She certainly had setbacks
and complicated days, but she was confident she would persist.
11. Casandra expressed a high degree of personal satisfaction for having persisted and
graduating with her Masters in Library Science.
Mia
Background
Mia arrived to the United States from Panama at fifteen. She was the oldest of five
children supported by a single mother. Mia and her mother arrived first from Panama, and the
other siblings arrived a couple of years later. Her journey through higher education began in a
local community college that she departed after one year for a nearby state university. Within
four years she graduated with a BA in Nursing and later continued her studies to receive a
Master’s degree in Nursing-Clinical Ob-Gyn Specialist.
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I conducted her interview via Zoom. It lasted approximately 1 hour and 10 minutes. She
was composed during the entire interview and answered every question with ease. She seemed
very open to discussing her experiences and perceptions of the most critical factors in student
persistence. Mia was well acquainted with the challenges faced by non-traditional, marginalized
students, especially the financial challenges and difficulties of studying in a second language in a
field with an extensive professional vocabulary and the day-to-day struggle of full-time work and
study. She described her motivation as:
The need to do better for my family and for generations to come.
The vision and ambition to succeed where my parents could not
due to the cultural and financial and education constraints faced in
other countries. (Mia, p7-8)
Family & Work Obligations
As the oldest of five children, Mia felt the need to be focused, prepared and work to earn
money to help her family. Education was stressed by her mother and within her family. She
wanted a different life and saw education as the best way for her to fulfill this aspiration. She
wanted to be a nurse since she was five years old and she was determined to make it a reality for
her. To help her family, she worked as a high school student and then took a full-time job in a
hospital as she pursued her nursing degrees. She noted with pride that despite coming from
humble beginnings, all of her siblings graduated from college. She also expressed considerable
satisfaction that she was the first in her family to graduate college in the United States.
Coming from Panama, Spanish was her primary language, and she moves with ease
between English and Spanish today in speaking with family, friends and at work. She struggled
with English immediately after she arrived from Panama and while she was in college, especially
115

in courses that required a substantive level of English competency because of the volume of
professional vocabulary. She especially noted her challenges with terminology from courses in
biology and anatomy.
Her family’s financial situation was always pretty much hand-to-mouth, so she needed to
help the family by working full time and if she would go to college, she would have to figure out
a way to pay for it. She was especially organized and focused on how to achieve her goals. She
did not have some challenges experienced by some other participants, namely childcare and
transportation issues, but she felt a significant obligation to help her family out financially.
Mia was undocumented in the United States and it took her years to resolve her
immigration status. It did not cause her any serious problems, but until it was resolved it was a
nagging issue for her. She was aware, however, this was a considerable problem for many
Latinos living in the United States. She commented how some children would be worried if their
parents would get policed up and take away. This was a constant source of stress for many
Latinos, she knew.
While she could take advantage of some financial aid programs over the years, she still
needed to work, more to help her family than to pay for her college expenses, though the
assistance she received never quite seemed to cover her expenses. She went to school yearround, used the summers to take the more difficult courses for her. Mia’s logic was by some of
her more demanding courses she could she focus more attention on getting through the more
challenging academics. She described her social life during this time as limited, with few nights
out with friends, as she chose to study instead of going out. She described a typical workday as:
In the morning, I would begin work around 5:30, six o'clock in the
morning to around one or two o'clock in the afternoon. Then my
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classes would start around 4:00 to 10:00. I would study sometimes
until around midnight. We used to have study groups on the
weekend for me to get caught up. (Mia, p. 6-7).

Mia worked at a hospital that was very supportive of its employees advancing their
education. They helped with tuition and allowed for a flexible work schedule. She could work
double shifts, or weekends, to facilitate her semester classes. Mia found this support to be a
critical factor in her ability to persist.
Education
Mia’s secondary school experience was unique. Her public school in Panama was very
solid, and when she arrived in the United States, she was ahead of her peers in some critical
subjects, especially mathematics. She could even skip a grade after assessment testing at her
new school. She had some luck, in that the principal at her new school was Panamanian, so she
had someone to look out for her, understand her challenges and provide support.
In fact, Mia had mentors at key junctions as she pursed her education. In Panama, she
had a teacher was like a mentor and provided important advice and guidance to inspire her to
pursue her education from an early age. And so when she arrived in the United States, her
principal was another mentor that provided helpful guidance. Mia was satisfied with her
secondary school experience, though she felt her English was an area she needed to improve.
Her counselors in high school were not very important for her. Mia described her interactions
as:
I didn't think that the high school counselors, at least in my case, I
didn't feel that they prepared me as much as I would have hoped.
So I did a lot of research and try to figure out, "Okay. How do you
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do this," and read the small print to make sure that I didn't miss
anything that was important. Then once I did it, then I looked to
other friends of mine that were moving in the same direction,
trying to go into the same field, and that's how we would consult,
and look also, "Can you review my application and make sure that
everything that I need is checked off?" (Mia, p9)
Mia felt the number of students and the administrative tasks they were required to
complete overwhelmed the advisers, so she felt they had limited actual value for her. While in
college, Mia’s experience with advisers was essentially the same as in high school, she would
figure out for herself the best option given the particular challenges of the current semester and
go to the advisers for the final approval.
She used tutors, either provided by a school program, or tutors that she paid for helping in
specific courses. Mia found them to be important for her as she navigated through some courses
where she felt challenged academically. She experienced no significant institutional or
individual issues that she would classify as racist, or discriminatory.
Decision to Attend College
Mia always wanted to be a nurse, so she understood early on that she needed to get a
degree in higher education. She really was a self-motivated person and did not need other
people to push her to go to school, study, or set priorities. Her mentors and a close group of
friends with similar goals were very supportive and helped her with the admissions process,
financial planning and program decisions.
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Her high school principal acted as a mentor to her, she described the support as:
“It was definitely, I will say, a great experience. I had the ability to
have someone help me that understood the culture and was able to
provide me with the resources available to not only learn English,
but be able to graduate and move onto college. She was definitely
a great asset.” (Mia, p3)
While she met with academic and financial advisers in college, she had developed her
own plan. Her priority was to integrate her work and school schedule, so she would always
develop a plan she thought would work best for her to get through her day-to-day and semesterto-semester challenges. Mia expressed high personal satisfaction over her accomplishments, but
she was open about the fatigue and personal sacrifices she had to balance from working full-time
to help her family and maintaining her educational goals. She described the process as very
difficult, but worthwhile.
The Schools heard nothing
Mia began her studies in higher education at a local community college. She only studied
there for a year, because she identified a better opportunity at a nearby state university that
offered the 4-year degree in nursing. She spoke highly of her experience during that first year,
though because of her work schedule she had little time to integrate into school activities, or
develop friends. She added that the academic and financial advisers were good but pro form that
did not hear anything usable.
It took Mia four years to complete her Bachelor’s degree and then took some time off to
begin her full-time nursing career. Soon thereafter, however, she saw another opportunity to
advance, so she enrolled in her Master’s program. This added two additional years of full-time
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work and school. She spoke highly of her schools and the academic programs. She noted that
because of her work schedule; she did not take part in any meaningful way in school events. She
attended few school activities and joined no clubs. Her social integration at school was low.
She had a strong support group of friends who were studying nursing and they supported
each other personally, and, academically. This group was very important to her. It was quite a
diverse group, with one student from the Philippines, two from Jamaica and an AfricanAmerican student from the local area. Mia said the group would meet frequently, especially on
the weekends, to go over assignments and they even did personal favors for each other. She
recounted the support she gave to one member of the group who was a single mother with
several children. Mia would help when she could by babysitting while her friend worked, or
attended class. She was eligible for student loans, but preferred to work full-time instead of
going into debt.
Mia’s perceptions of the instructors were that they were overall very good, but she did
not look to them for mentoring because of the connection she felt with her support group. She
was more connected to her study group than with faculty mentors.
From an early age Mia knew what she wanted, and she was driven and focused in its
pursuit. She faced unique barriers to persistence along the way, but her personal organizational
skills, flexible job situation and very solid support group were all significant assets she could rely
on to help her during the more difficult challenges.
Responses to Research Sub-Questions
Sub-Questions
How do the participants make meaning of their experiences to persist to graduate? Mia
described a desire to persist in higher education based on a motivation to become a nurse since
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she was a very young girl and a strong ambition to help her family. She maintained, despite
considerable financial and academic barriers, an intensity to persist that allowed her to work full
time and meet admirable academic goals resulting in a Master’s degree in a Nursing-Clinical ObGyn Specialist.
Mia noted the positive role mentors had in her life and was invaluable in her ability to
persist. Her mentors ranged from high school teachers in Panama, to her high school principal in
the United States and her supportive study group. She highlighted the value of faculty mentoring
when she was discussing her Master’s program. She sought guidance from some of her
professors in helping her pick the program and the specialty. She noted their advice and support
were very helpful in her decision-making.
For Mia, however, she persisted because of her singular ability to organize herself and
identify the best uses for her time. She described her decision making as:
As anyone, you don't know what to expect, not only because you
are coming from a different country, you come from a different
educational background. You just did not know what to expect…
but I felt confident enough because I think I was driven. That was
always my goal. If there were any issues, I was able to sit down,
write it down, and figure it out. Okay, what would be the best
strategies to accomplish this in this amount of time. I felt confident
enough to be able to manage. You deal with what you need to deal
with at the time but I didn't feel inadequate. (Mia, p8)
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What are the participants’ perceptions of the supports for persistence? For Mia, the
supports for persistence for her were her personal drive to be a nurse and the role of mentors in
her life. She mentioned her former teacher in Panama, her high school principal but, by far and
away, the most important source of support during her studies appeared to be from her study
group. They not only helped each other through the academics but also through the personal
day-to-day challenges. She described how when she would be tired and didn’t want to do any
work, she would look at one member from her study group to gain strength. She highlighted this
as:
I had one of my partners in the study group, she was a mom,
married, six children and she was able to do it. I was single, I had
nothing to worry about so why couldn't I do it? Then in the middle
of all that, she end up with a divorce, her house got on fire…she
had to relocate and still graduated with one of the highest honors in
that class. (Mia, p13)
What are the participants’ perceptions of the barriers to persistence? Mia described the
most complicated barrier for her as financial. She not only had to find a way to pay for school,
but she had to help with the finances at home and even sent money back to Panama. Her
personal financial situation was always a complex, nagging issue.
She mentioned her academic challenges with mastering the professional level of English
required for her studies as a barrier. While she expressed confidence in her capabilities, but she
was clear learning to think and write in English at a high level was a difficult barrier for her to
surmount.
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Mia also felt time management a difficult barrier to her persistence. She described her
situation as needing extensive, detailed time management to meet her work and school
obligations. She felt this was a particularly challenging endeavor. She did not believe she had
faced any situation where discrimination, or disrespectful treatment because of her race.
What advice would the participants have for students seeking to persist? Mia offered
the following in response to the question on advice for students seeking to persist:
Simply know what they want, work towards their goal and if need
be do it bit by bit. It will pay off in the end, not many can qualify
for scholarships or student loans. So must continue working full
time to support their families, whether they are here or in their
countries. It will not be easy, but I am glad I did it. (Mia, p2-3)
What do some Latino students and their institutions do to enable decisions to persist,
and how do they do it? The story of Mia is a story of personal drive, focused effort and a strong
desire to succeed. She had additional significant family responsibilities and many reasons to
decide her educational pursuits were too demanding, but she persisted. Mia had mentors all
along in her life that supported her and provided the guidance she needed to overcome some
considerable barriers to persistence. According to Mia, the individual needs to have a clear
vision of what they want to be and a determination to get there.
Schools could have an impact said Mia by working to provide more funding options for
students like improved grants and scholarships. Mia felt student loans only tied the student down
well after they graduated.
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On the academic side Mia thought the programs, and the professors were very good, but
the advising again was not particularly informative. She was not sure if there was any way to
really make it better for students like herself.
For Mia, the emergent themes included:
1.

Mia was incredibly focused from an early age on being a nurse. As she
progressed through her studies, she continued to find opportunities to
expand her knowledge and improve her capabilities. Her entry
characteristics (Bean & Easton, 2006) were responsibly developed and
were a great asset in her persistence.

2.

The difficult financial situation of her family and her educational expenses
required full-time work throughout her journey in higher education.

3.

For Mia, mentors were extremely important for her. Her mentors included
former secondary school teachers and administrators and a close group of
students who supported each other during their efforts to balance work,
school and day-to-day life.

4.

Mia felt the encouragement she received from her academic advisers and
professors was important for her, but she did not find them offering
anything particularly relevant for her in helping her specific challenges.

5.

Immigration status, while not being documented and taking years to
resolve. It was not a serious problem for her, but it was always a nagging
issue.

6.

Interactions with the school bureaucracies, especially the financial and
academic advisers, were not very helpful in her particular experience. She
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was much more inclined to figure things out for herself and only go to the
advisers for final approval.
7.

Mastering the extensive English vocabulary for her program of study was
very difficult for her, especially in subjects like biology and anatomy.

8.

She had no real social integration at school. She attended no events, was
involved in no clubs or activities. Her work schedule and family
commitments left no time for social interaction at school.

9.

Mia could not recount any particular incident in which she felt any
discrimination or disrespected because of her race.

10.

While frequently frustrated, Mia never considered departing from school
permanently. She did take some time off from school after her Bachelor’s
degree, but she returned to school and persisted until she had her Master’s
degree.

11.

Mia expressed a high degree of personal satisfaction for having persisted
and at having accomplished so much, considering the barriers she had to
overcome.

Sophia
Background
Sophia is in her early twenties, single, with no children. She arrived in the United States
from the Dominican Republic at eleven and is the oldest of three children in her family. She is
completing her Baccalaureate degree in Elementary Education at a private university in the
south-east. She earned her Associates Degree from a local community college, majoring in
Education.
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I conducted her interview via Zoom. It lasted approximately 1 hour and 20 minutes. She
was relaxed throughout and appeared willing to discuss her experiences and perceptions of the
most critical factors in student persistence. Sophia was very aware of the problems encountered
by Latino students and the difficulty they have in persisting. She answered every question
without hesitation and did not appear nervous, or upset at any point in the interview.
Family & Work Obligations
Her family life reflected considerable structure. Both her parents stressed education and
graduating from college was something that was just expected. Her father was a major factor in
her success, acting as a guiding source of both inspiration and persistence. She had many
examples of educational achievement within her family… parents, aunts, uncles and cousins.
Her father is a small business owner and her mother does not work. Growing up, Spanish was
her primary language, and she still speaks primarily at home today. English, though, is her
preferred language outside the home, including work, school and out with friends. While her
parents were supportive, paying for college would be Sophia’s responsibility and she needed to
work.
Her parents, especially her father, placed expectations on Sophia and her siblings to study
hard and maintain a balance in life. She described his guidance:
For example, throughout high school and now college, my dad has
always pushed for us to have A's. You better have A's and have a
good grade and also have a social life. It was a bit of pressure, but
it has helped me a lot (Sophia, p2).
Sophia’s immigration status took years to resolve and her family’s income level made
Sophia ineligible for assistance programs when she began her studies. This required Sophia to
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seek full-time employment, sometimes working two jobs to pay for school. She did not attend
school during the summers, choosing to work and save money instead. Her extensive school and
work requirements limited her social life. She would make plans with friends on Saturday after
work, or on Sunday. She described a normal day for her while in school:
A normal day would start around 5:30 in the morning, I would get
up because I had to leave my house by 6:30 in order to not get
traffic. My first class started at 8:30. I would be on campus until
3:30 or 4pm. Then I would go to work. I would get home around
8pm and then study until midnight (Sophia, p4).
Education
Her secondary school experience was solid. She expressed a preference for Mathematics
over English in high school. Sophia was satisfied with her academic preparation, especially the
college preparatory program in high school. Her counselors were marginally effective. Sophia
mostly attributed this lack of attention to the sheer volume of students the counselors were
responsible for and the requirements they had to meet in planning the school schedule of each
student. She had no real need for remedial programs and experienced no significant institutional
or individual issues that she would classify as discriminatory or disrespectful to her personally.
Decision to Attend College
Sophia’s decision to attend college was initially based on her family’s expectations,
especially her father’s. Both parents were supportive of her endeavors, but also ensuring she had
a vested interest in succeeding by making her pay for school herself. She did not identify anyone
else as a major influence in her decisions. Friends, teachers and counselors in high school did
not have the impact of her family in these decisions. Her father was very involved in getting
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Sophia initially enrolled in the community college near her home. She described his
involvement as:
At first, I knew I couldn't just go straight into a normal big college
because at the time, I knew I couldn't afford it because I wasn't
working and it was a lot on my dad. I just was like, "Okay, I'm
going to go to a community college, because it's more affordable
and I'm still studying. I'm not just staying at home." My dad
actually took me and he was like, "We're going into the office and
you're going to apply for it and you're going to choose your first
semester classes and let's see how it goes." He was the one that
pushed me through. (Sophia, p4).
Her father not only helped her with the application process, but with also on developing a
path on how she could pay for school. While she sought appointments with admissions and
financial assistance counselors, they did not have a significant role in her decisions, or influenced
her enrollment plans. Sophia also noted that when she began college she had a common fallacy
about higher education: she believed it would be easier, less time consuming, more economical
and faster to complete. Reflecting on her experiences, Sophia expressed significant pride in her
accomplishments, but she openly admitted that the combination of work and school had been
very difficult for her.
The Schools
Sophia has two different experiences in higher education; a large community college and
a smaller private university. It took her four years to graduate community college with an
Associate’s Degree. She attributed this to a change in her major from business to education and
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that she enrolled part-time during some semesters because of her personal financial constraints.
She would have been eligible for student loans, but in consultation with her parents, decided it
was better for her to take longer to complete school semester by semester, than take out loans
that would require an extensive payback period.
In describing her community college experience, Sophia considered it much more
impersonal. Counselors, both academic and financial aid were helpful, but there was no real
sense of commitment, or personal connection with the students. For example, financial
counselors would give out information on the different financial assistance programs, but
frequently no insights to how best to fill out the applications and no follow-up.
At this community college when students met with their academic adviser it was the
student’s responsibility to identify specific courses and the adviser would offer general advice on
how best to proceed.
The academic counseling in community college, you don't really
have a specific advisor to go to. You just go in, you sign in, and
then whichever counselor is available is the one that's going to see
you, but you chose your own classes. Once I transferred to the
university, your advisor is one of your professors. They're the one
that choose your classes because your program is divided into
blocks and they move like that. You don't get to choose your
courses. You follow the program guided by the adviser. (Sophia,
p8).
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Sophia’s perceptions of the instructors were that they were overall competent, but again
that connection with students was not that strong. She felt that no instructor really took an
interest in her, or tried to guide or mentor her during her studies.
She made few lasting friendships at the community college. She felt this was because of
her work schedule and the fact that the school was basically a commuter school. Her view was
students go for their classes and go home. There was very little connecting them with either
other students, or the school. She added that she did not see many students persist to graduate.
Sophia felt many students just left school, either for personal or financial reasons. She sensed
many departed school because they did not have sufficiently defined goals, or had financial or
complicated personal lives. She also thought many might have returned some time.
She relayed one specific incident that caused her considerable difficulty during her
community college experience. She had tried to take advantage of the school’s tutoring program.
She wanted to major in business, but was having trouble in an economics course. When she
sought tutoring assistance, the tutor felt that Sophia was just trying to get her homework done.
Sophia said she was just trying to take advantage of a student service to help her understand the
material better. The tutor contacted Sophia’s instructor, who actually called her out in class
about the tutoring. She felt ‘shamed’ by the encounter and did not seek any further assistance.
She also changed her major from business to education. Outside of that one class, Sophia did
not feel academically overwhelmed at any particular time in school. She also felt students were
generally not held to high standards and that students would almost expect good grades. While
she experienced some significant difficulties during her studies, she never seriously considered
leaving school without finishing.
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After going to a large community college, Sophia went to a smaller, private university for
the more personal educational experience to pursue her Baccalaureate. She found the transition
to be difficult. Financially, the cost of the private university was much more than her community
college. She earned a scholarship that reduced her tuition cost in half, but she still had a sizable
commitment worsened by school fees and books. With her commitment to no student loans,
Sophia had few options but to continue to work full-time around her classes.
On the academic side, her class requirements were much more comprehensive and the
expectations from the instructors were much higher. Sophia described the differences in this
way:
When you go from a community college, let's say you're doing
everything on your own pace and the program itself is not as
complete or focused. When you go for your final two years in a
university, you go right into the education program and it's like,
bam, everything in your face. It is what is expected from you.
(Sophia, p11).

She commented many times that the smaller, more connected environment was much
more what she was looking for from college. She also found that she made deeper friendships
because of the cohort orientation of her program. Sophia also described how faculty members
were much more involved in advising and in encouraging students. With some members of the
faculty there was a mentoring type relationship, as they would offer advice on different career
options she was considering. She stated the faculty interest in her as a person was important to
her.
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Sophia found that her time was even more restricted since she was interning, student
teaching two times a week in a local school, and that she faced a significant commute from her
home to school. Because of local traffic, she would have to be out of the house by 630am three
days a week to stay ahead of the workday traffic. Her classes would keep her until 3pm, and
then she would go straight to work until 8pm. Her commute home from work was
approximately 45 minutes and then there would be dinner, a brief time to relax and then study to
midnight.
Sophia identified a few brief moments when she considered departing school, but she
never did. When she was in the local community college, she was dissatisfied with the pace of
her studies. She wanted to complete her Associates Degree more rapidly, but her financial
constraints affected her progress towards degree completion. Sophia also mentioned that the
Spring semester at her university was especially difficult for her since the COVID-19 virus
caused her university to abruptly move classes totally online. This caused a lot of extra work for
her and during this time she was also helping a family member recover from surgery. She still
worked full time, but her schooling was much more complicated and her personal obligations
more extensive, and she mentioned that she was pulling all-night study sessions, just to keep up
with her academic obligations.
The overall impression of Sophia is that she is a very mature, grounded person.
Persistence for her has been a combination of family expectations, personal motivation and hard,
focused work. She described her experience as very difficult personally, but well worth the
sacrifice. In the beginning, her father pushed her to study at the local community college and
business seemed a likely option, since she had worked in her family business for some time. Her
interests, however, shifted towards education and especially elementary education. She
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commented that this evolution of interests was quite unexpected, but she was happy with her
choice.
Responses to Research Sub-Questions
Sub-Questions
How do the participants make meaning of their experiences to persist to graduate?
Sophia described an intensity to persist that she felt was generated from the many examples from
her family. Initially, her parents were her primary source of her motivation however she wanted
to persist to graduate for herself. Sophia wanted to be clear, though that motivation alone was no
guarantee of success. Reminiscing on her community college experience, Sophia felt that only
about three of 10 highly motivated students persisted to graduate. She thought work and family
responsibilities, navigating the school bureaucracy and meeting academic requirements
overwhelmed most of the students. She cited many examples of students she knew that did not
finish, but she sensed many would try again at a later date. Sophia also was clear that students
without defined goals showed little chance of success.
What are the participants’ perceptions of the supports for persistence? For Sophia her
family was, by far and away, the most important source of support during her studies. She also
cited a smaller, more connected academic environment as being an important factor in her
persistence.
What are the participants’ perceptions of the barriers to persistence? Sophia described
the most difficult barrier for her as finding a way to fund her education. Sophia felt her
academic or financial aid counselors in either high school, or at her community college were
helpful for her personally. She did think, however, that at her university the advising was more
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connected, with counselors more involved. She did not sense any overt discrimination, nor did
she feel disrespected by anyone because of her race.
What advice would the participants have for students seeking to persist? Sophia stated
that students seeking to persist need to be very focused and find sources of support that can carry
them through the more difficult times. Her framing of advice for student persistence pretty much
sums up Sophia’s attitude in school: “It is a lot of work, but you will be able to do it!” “Think
of the greater good and the knowledge you are obtaining.” “Hard work pays off so do your best”
(Sophia, p17).
What do some Latino students and their institutions do to enable decisions to persist,
and how do they do it? Sophia believed to success in college depended on the persistence of the
individual student and their personal motivation to achieve their personal goals. Schools can
effect, according to Sophia, by having academic programs more responsive to student needs.
More flexible class schedules and more opportunities to become involved with the school and
improved interaction with faculty were just a few of her suggestions. She also felt her
experience would have been better if the academic and financial counseling programs were more
connected to the individual student. She expressed a strong view, however, that if a student was
motivated and focused, they could persist even if the school had mediocre programs. She added
that if a school had an excellent inclusive program, but the student was not particularly
motivated, the chances of their persisting would not be very good.
What do some Latino students and their institutions do to enable decisions to persist,
and how do they do it? Sophia felt to persist in higher education students need to be focused,
have a plan and be persistent. If they are not mature and have a realistic plan, including how
they will pay for school, Sophia felt their chance of success was limited. In discussing institution
134

improvements, she recommended a more responsive faculty and advising staff. Sophia thought,
with few exceptions, faculty and advisers were too distant and not connected with the students.
She felt school programs would be wise to see how they could improve these programs.
For Sophia the emergent themes for student persistence included:
1. Sophia acknowledged the importance of her family in supporting her education and
persistence.
2. The overall cost of school caused her significant difficulty. Full-time work and lost
semesters due to inability to pay.
3. The sense of connection with the school and other students during her final two years
of study.
4. She believes individuals need a high level of personal motivation to persist.
5. Her immigration status was a difficult subject for her to discuss. She said her status
made her ineligibility for many financial assistance programs and took many years to
resolve.
6. English was not a particular problem for her, as she graduated from high school in the
United States and was sufficiently comfortable with the level of her English.
7. Sophia had no real social interaction at school. She was always too busy with work
and studies. She was involved in no clubs, or activities. For her, school was an ends
to a means.
8. She felt the financial and academic advisors were not very helpful in actually
assisting on issues important to her persistence. Her one experience with asking for
help did not go well and she did not ask again. She did however, find a mentoring
type relationship with some of her university professors.
135

9. Sophia stated she encountered no discrimination, or incidents in which she felt
disrespected during her studies.
10. Sophia commented many times on the difficulty of her balancing of work, studies and
trying to have some semblance of a normal life for a young person. She felt pursuing
her education was very valuable, but it also had a high personal cost.
Making Sense of the Data
The study participants offered a unique glimpse into the experiences of this hard-toreach, not easily identifiable and very small population of successful Latinos faced as they
persisted along their arduous journey through higher education. While the experience of each
participant was varied, many similarities were revealed from the data highlighting significant
commonalities in their perceptions of the barriers and the supports and their implications for
practice.
In general, the perceptions of the participants were that their educational experience
required significantly more personal sacrifice, took much more time to complete, and was much
more costly than they had expected. They saw themselves as students who worked to pay for
their education versus seeing themselves as workers trying to improve a particular employment
prospect. Each participant placed a high value on their experience and would do it again if
needed. The following is a review of the participant’s perceptions in response to the study subquestions.
Research Sub-Question #1: How do the participants make meaning of their experiences to
persist to graduate?
In trying to understand how the participants made meaning of their experiences to persist
in higher education the following themes emerged.
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Calculated Risks
They all took calculated risks. They compared these risks against what many might have
thought not very reasonable, or rational goals given the personal situation of the participants, but
when they calculated the cost, commitment and personal sacrifice they decided it was worth the
risk. Three of the five participants left their country of origin behind in their twenties for the
uncertainty of starting a new life in the United States. Sophia and Mia arrived as minors. Mia
arrived from a single-parent household, with few resources and no legal documentation. The
others left family, friends and home behind. Angel had already graduated law school in
Venezuela, but neither spoke English, nor had a clear professional path. Casandra had a good
job in Colombia and Abigail wanted something better, but arrived in the United States with no
education, not much money and no English capability. They all could have easily stayed in their
countries and managed the best they could in more familiar environments, but they wanted
something different.
Accepted Personal Responsibility
All five of the study participants accepted personal responsibility for directing their own
lives. They did not wait for someone to open doors for them; they pushed their way through the
system. Mia had perhaps the most difficult pathway, since she had to work full-time to provide
assistance to her family and not just pay for school. It surprised Abigail when she was initially
told of the opportunity she had to go to college, and she just kept going after that. Sophia
juggled full time work and a hectic school schedule that would have made many rethink their
goals in life. While Casandra accepted the challenge take on the harried task of coordinating her
work and school with public transport schedules. She could have easily decided to work and go
to school was too much, but she persisted. Each of the participants showed developed skills of
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organization and focus, while establishing and maintaining their personal goals. The participants
seem to view personal responsibility as a critical aspect of taking control of their futures and
persisting.
Concrete but Flexible Goals and Objectives
Each of the participants appeared to set concrete, but flexible goals and objectives to
persist in higher education. What they found in many cases were new goals emerging as they
continued along their educational journey. As new opportunities arose what the participants saw
as important changed, and so did their goals. Abigail never considered being a nurse until she
was studying in her community college and a classmate discussed it with her. Casandra was
planning to be a teacher until she discovered a new world in Library Science. Angel never
considered returning to law school until he realized to be competitive in the crowded legal field,
a U.S. law degree was crucial.
While what they specifically wanted shifted over time, they adhered to the process of
goal setting and then establishing realistic objectives. Sometimes their objectives advanced, as
Casandra notes at a “snails pace,” but they persisted. The prevailing view of the participants was
to take things one step at a time, while keeping their eye on the long-term goal.
Life Balance
All the participants spoke of the importance of maintaining a balance in their lives
between work, school and family. They all mentioned the need for flexibility in their lives.
They all mentioned the pressures of their everyday schedules and the need to get away for a
night, to take a day off when needed, or even a semester if necessary. They were realistic in
what they could accomplish, and they're prioritized their time. Abigail stressed her challenges of
full-time work, raising children and school. She also recognized the need to find some time for
138

herself. Sophia highlighted the need to get away sometimes, because the pressure of work and
school could be too much. For Casandra, the balance was being organized. She would plan
everything down to the last detail to minimize the distractions and conflicts.
Delayed Gratification
Not one of the participants finished their schooling according to the recognized timelines.
Abigail took ten years to complete her Bachelor’s degree. Casandra also took ten years to
complete her Master’s degree. Sophia took over four years to complete her Associate’s degree.
Mia took eight years to complete her studies and worked full time throughout. If the participants
were not dedicated, they could have easily departed school. Putting off the today for the option
of more lasting and meaningful rewards was a constant theme throughout.
Being motivated to persist and being able to persist were not always the same thing.
The participants generally portrayed their decisions as a balance between their personal
and professional goals and the smaller, pragmatic, frequently exhausting situational
barriers they encountered. Things such as matching a bus schedule to the more affordable
course, working an extra shift at the restaurant to earn some extra money, some time
management challenge. The balance appeared to be tipped for the participants when
motivations to persist outweigh the barriers encountered. Persistence for the participants
appeared to become more of a reality when the endeavor develops into something real,
with a path for success they can see and a belief that the sacrifices will produce a greater
reward. This was my takeaway of the perceptions of the participants gleaned from the
writings and narratives of the participants.
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Research Sub-Question #2: What are the participants’ perceptions of the barriers to
persistence?
Of the four research sub-questions guiding this study, barriers to persistence were
the most difficult for the participants to discuss and appeared to have the deepest meaning
for them. These first-generation Latino students in the United States encountered multiple
barriers to persistence. They spoke of the sacrifices and the personal costs pursuing their
education and the cumulative effect of hectic schedules, fatigue and the complex personal
and financial decisions required for them to persist. They were also all unified, however,
in the value of their pursuit.
While barriers identified by the participants tended to be multi-layered and
interrelated and varied significantly between them, 4 types of barriers emerged from their
responses and narratives: situational, institutional, academic and financial.
Situational Barriers
Situational barriers are obstacles that are specifically associated with a particular
student’s particular situation and are a topic of considerable research in persistence (Bean &
Easton, 2006, Kuh, 2006, Tinto, 2013). They are generally associated with work or family issues
that arise as students attempt to balance work, school and family. These were much more
pronounced for the 4 participants that began their studies in community college. Each
participant discussed in detail the range of barriers they faced and the frenziedly complex,
relentless task of managing these requirements.
Situational factors such as Casandra’s difficulty with synchronizing school, work and
public transportation schedules, or Abigail’s dilemma of leaving her daughter in childcare before
6am were symptomatic of this barrier to persistence. Other factors stressed by the participants
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included Casandra’s decision to delay parenthood until after finishing school because she knew
the financial and time constraints would be too much for her to bear. Mia and Sophia’s daily
schedule typically began before 6am and lasted until midnight reflecting an enormous situational
barrier to learning and persisting in higher education that had to be managed day-to-day. It was
noteworthy, however, that Cassandra, Abigail, Sophia, and especially Mia spoke highly of
employer assistance with their work schedules as being of critical import to their persistence.
Institutional Barriers
Institutional barriers are obstacles created resulting from institutional policies and
practices and have been written about for decades in the literature on persistence (Bean and
Easton, 2002, Kuh, 2005, Tinto, 2013). Lack of effective student support services and advising
were identified by all the participants as impactful, even though their experiences were different.
All the participants except Angel identified ineffective advising and distant faculty members at
the community college level to be a surmountable, but impeding barrier. Academic advisers were
singled out by Abigail, Casandra and Sophia as not particularly helpful at the precise moment
these participants were most vulnerable and needed the most help in understanding how to
persist in the system. Mia stated in her case she preferred to do her own planning and advising
and only went to the advisers as required to validate her course selection.
While much has been written in the literature on student persistence of the value of
student support services (especially Kuh, 2006) such as remedial programs and tutoring were
non-factors for these participants. This was especially true for Sophia, whose tutoring
experience was less than satisfactory and significantly affected her decision to change in majors
and for Casandra who battled a basic statistics course over three semesters, while not even
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considering the option for tutoring. Mia used tutors the most, but she preferred the private tutors
since their schedule was more flexible and easier to coordinate.
It should also be noted that two issues receiving considerable attention in the academic
literature on persistence and retention were not major concerns for this group of study
participants (Grabowski, 2016). The first was immigration status. Immigration status was an
issue for only one of the participants, and it was a concern for another. Sophia took many years
to clarify her status, and it affected the timing of her studies and her financial burden in paying
for school, since she did not have access to many financial assistance programs. Mia, like
Sophia, had an immigration challenge for many years. She could normalize her status and take
advantage of some government grants programs, but she said it was a nagging issue for her for
years. Angel, while always being able to secure a student visa, was continually concerned about
his immigration status because he was considering his long-term goals of living and working in
the United States. As a practicing immigration attorney, Angel summed up the challenge of
immigration as “That's what people don't understand, that the immigration system in the U.S.,
the legal requirements are very tough. I can tell you from my first-hand experience to stay here,
legally. It was one of the most complex ones in the world.” (Angel, p17) The rest of the
participants had relatively minor issues with their immigration status because of their marital
status to U.S. citizens.
The second issue frequently raised in the literature is institutional racism. None of the
participants in this study felt they experienced institutional racism or discrimination during their
academic endeavors. I asked each participant questions on whether they felt they had
experienced a discriminatory incident because they were Latino, or if they had encountered an
obstacle which they would characterize as institutional racism. I purposely waited until the
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interviews were well underway and I had established rapport with each participant before asking
these questions. I did not present a precise definition of institutional racism to the participants
during their interview, and it is possible each participant had a different understanding of the
concept of institutional racism. I believe, however, if any of the participants had experienced a
significant enough episode where they felt institutional racism or discrimination they would have
mentioned it. The participants shared the challenges of being undocumented, the guilt they felt
from the sacrifices their families were making to support their studies, and the times they
received poor grades, or failed a course. They discussed matrimonial challenges and decisions to
delay having children. I believe if they experienced something like institutional racism and if it
had a real effect on their studies, they would have let me know. While it is certainly possible
some participants from this small group of successful Latinos did not fully understand the
nuances of institutional racism, it is also possible that they did not experience anything they
would characterize as institutional racism or discrimination. The reader, through his or her own
assessment, can determine the credibility of this issue in the study.
Academic Barriers
Academic barriers are those that influence learning. Mastering English was only one of
three issues in education that created barriers to persistence for the participants. Angel,
Casandra and Abigail all identified, to differing degrees, shortfalls in foundational skills to
properly write research papers. They all cited the differences in educational approach between
their schools in the native countries and the United States, where the focus shifted from
memorization to analysis and critical thinking.
Abigail and Angel highlighted their personal struggle with learning English. Both had
specific requirements for English for professional purposes. Abigail needed to master detailed
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English terminology associated with critical nursing courses like biology and anatomy. Angel
had to create structurally and grammatically precise legal writings, in which minor errors could
have major effects.
For Angel the difficulties were even more complicated as he explained the differences
between the legal education system in Venezuela-based on civil law and the U.S. common law
system. This caused Angel to ‘rewire’ his brain and when coupled with his language limitations
it created a serious barrier to persistence for him.
Financial Barriers
Paying for school was a core concern and a particularly salient barrier for all the
participants, and was generally the first barrier commented on by them in their responses and
narratives. All the participants except Angel worked full time for much of their time in school.
Angel, however, acutely felt the barrier created by the cost of higher education as he considered
the financial strain he placed on his parents.
Participant descriptions of the barriers created by their financial challenges were vivid
and compelling. For Casandra Sophia and Abigail, managing the finances and securing funding
for the semester classes was a constant source of frustration and concern. Each of these
participants limited classes and even took semesters off because of their personal financial
situation. They all also attended several schools, many times that decision disrupted school and
learning experiences, but it was the most viable financial option available to them. Four of the 5
participants expressed the view that working full time to pay for their school had a negative
effect on their grades. Mia had the most complicated case of the participants, in that her salary
was used to help the family out in the United States and she even sent money home to Panama.
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None of the participants began their studies by taking out loans. Loans were a serious
topic of discussion for all the participants, but the initial decision was to forego them, even if it
meant delaying progress on their educational goals. Most tried to secure grants through financial
assistance programs, but for various reasons they were not eligible. For all the participants the
combined family income, or parental support disqualified them for grants. Abigail and Casandra
eventually took out loans to pay for their school so they could finish more quickly. When Sophia
transferred to a 4-year school she became eligible for a scholarship, but the increased cost of her
school negated any effect on her daily finances.
The financial barriers caused complex decision making on spending priorities for
each of the participants. Abigail spoke of delaying the purchase of a newer car. Casandra
vividly recounted her decision to delay parenthood because of her financial situation and
living much more frugally. Sophia mentioned repeatedly the toll her work and school
schedule had on her physically. Mia, again, was the outlier in the group, since paying for
school was a secondary consideration for her to the needs of the family. All-in-all, the
financial barrier to persistence for this particular group of Latinos was their most
significant issue, but it was not the only one they faced. Each participant recounted
multiple, interconnected barriers and the negative effect on persistence of the cumulative
weight of these barriers on persistence.
Research Sub-Question #3: What are the participants’ perceptions of the supports for
persistence?
While barriers to persistence appeared to be the most troublesome question for the
participants to discuss, recounting the supports they received from family, mentors and
individual professors was clearly the most emotional. All the participants felt they were
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extremely blessed with strong support networks and a mentoring support network that
encouraged resiliency determination and helped them keep their focus when times were tough.
While the specifics of family support and the role of mentorship varied by participant, what is
clear from the data is that this support network was perhaps the most critical factor in their
abilities to persist. Mia’s support network was more essential for her persistence than her family.
For all the participants except Mia, the most critical support for persistence was financial.
Each described the financial sacrifices their families made to support their educational goals.
They spoke of the money earned from full time work that was used to pay for tuition. The
delaying of vacations, living in cramp housing, and holding on to older cars just one more year,
were all mentioned by the participants.
While financial support was a crucial factor in persistence, the emotional support was of
equal import for the participants. Part of the emotional support expressed by the participants was
the importance of their support network helping on the small, mundane, day-to-day tasks. For
Casandra and Abigail, the role their husbands played in helping set realistic goals, manage
expectations and minimize the impact of the pressures of full-time work and school on the family
were critical supports. They specifically noted how their husbands had worked very hard to
reduce distractions for them during their studies. Abigail discussed how her husband would
work with her on daycare pickup and drop offs, while Casandra mentioned how her husband
would pick her up after school so she would not have to take public transportation, especially at
night. They both commented on the support they received at home, including help with meals,
cleaning and laundry. For Mia, it was the support and encouragement she received from her
school support network that made the difference. It was often the little things that made the
difference for the participants to persist.
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Sophia stated her father was her biggest supporter and helped her establish and maintain
her goals. When she needed some time off, or was struggling in a particular course or felt
overwhelmed he would be the person she would speak with. For Angel, it was only the financial
support he received from his parents, but also the advice and encouragement in helping him keep
his goals in perspective. When he was particularly challenged with his English and the
differences in educational and legal approaches between the U.S. and his native Venezuela, his
parents would encourage him to overcome the barriers by saying it was normal to occasionally
feel overwhelmed and he just had to persevere. Mia had a series of mentors that helped her
persist through her studies. They were teachers, administrators and fellow students, but they had
a significant effect on her efforts to persist.
Besides the foundational strength each participant received from their family, they all
commented on the importance of the help they received from the support network in their
schools. As the participants progressed through their education, a synergy developed between
the participants, their schools and the family. The schools, especially with the help of individual
professors, guided the participants in a mentoring type relationship that was an important source
of support and encouragement. The value of the mentorship for the participants was the sage
career advice, and they were an important source to discuss goals, challenges and setting a
professional azimuth.
For Casandra, her mentors discussed things like how to find jobs within the field of
Library Science and what professional organizations to join. Abigail mentioned her mentors
discussed different nursing specialties and the best hospitals to work with. Angel commented that
the mentoring he received focused on navigating a highly competitive field and what they needed
to stand out. For Sophia, whose community college experience was uninspiring, she enjoyed the
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camaraderie, and the advice offered by her mentors for advancing in the teacher profession.
This professional mentoring type connection between the participants and their professors
generally occurred in their last years of studies, as they focused on a particular major and an
emerging career path.
Of the four participants that began their studies at a local 2-year college, they did not feel
the same about the professors and the advising they received during those critical early years.
Most spoke of distant, not easily approachable instructors and financial and academic advisers
that offered little of value for them. They categorized the issue as more a question of the sheer
volume of students at their community colleges needing assistance and not the shortfalls of any
particular professor, or adviser. This was especially important for the participants, since the first
year or two in their education was when they were most vulnerable to depart school.
Each of these participants had multiple barriers to overcome such as significant financial
concerns, little experience in navigating student support services, and some even had real
challenges with their English capability. When they sought help or advice, the participants felt
the academic advising was mostly superficial and pro forma. Sophia felt the financial and
academic advisors were not very helpful in assisting on issues important to her persistence.
Abigail and Angel held similar views that the people were nice, but they did not find them to be
particularly useful. Mia preferred to investigate her program options and classes by herself first
and then confirm with her study group before going to the advisers.
While the value of remedial programs, a strong peer support network and social
integration have been referenced in this study, for this small, underrepresented and frequently
overlooked group these were particularly important. While the participants noted solid
relationships with peers, it appeared to be more transactional than truly friendship based. The
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participants frequently worked in groups, especially Mia and on specific school projects with
other students, but because of their work and family obligations there was little time for anything
beyond completing the next assignment and moving on.
In commenting on social integration, the participants stated they had virtually no social
interaction at school. They did not attend sporting events, social activities, or joined clubs. They
attributed this again to their work schedules and family priorities. Only Sophia had experience
with remedial programs, and it was not a positive one for her.
The mentoring they received was a very important support for each of the participants.
They not only considered the mentors as an invaluable resource for professional advice, but they
saw them as models to emulate. As Angel noted, “those people were the ones that were more
open to mentor you and give you advice that was practical and productive.” (Angel, p5) Mia
spoke highly of her mentors and the role they played in helping her persist. The professional
pride and dedication inspired the participants showed by the mentors and it helped the
participants see themselves as achieving something worthwhile; which is a critical component
for persistence.
They all had unique experiences, but it is clear from the data that during the beginnings
of their studies, when they were the most vulnerable to depart and most unfamiliar with the
educational landscape, the assistance they received from their schools was considered
insufficient. Whereas the value of the mentoring where the participants could see people similar
to themselves and the professional pride and dedication they exhibited helped them see
themselves as capable of success.
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Research Sub-Question #4: What advice would the participants have for students seeking
to persist?
In considering what advice the participants would have for students seeking to persist,
their answers highlighted ways to mitigate individual dispositional barriers that focus on attitudes
and self-perceptions and could erect significant barriers to persistence. They focused on
pragmatic advice that students could use to help maintain the sometimes-fragile balance between
work, school and family and overcome the inevitable academic challenges. A poor grade, or
lingering feelings that you do not belong, can have as harmful an effect on persistence as a hectic
schedule or a work or personal family stressor.
The participants, especially Abigail and Casandra, recommended using calendars, setting
clear priorities for time and money, and taking time off when needed.

Abigail and Angel noted

that fear of failure was not a bad thing. They felt it should be used as a warning that something
is not working and an honest review of priorities and the balance between school, work and
family might be needed. They mostly spoke, however, of perseverance, resilience, flexibility and
not losing track of the ultimate goal. Perhaps Abigail summed up the perceptions of the
participants best when she said: “to obtain great things in your life, you must work hard. You
need to figure out how to keep motivated and be kind to yourself because it’s not going to be an
easy journey.” (Abigail, p2)
Summary
In this chapter there was a review of the research, its purpose and the research questions.
A collection of narratives representing the perceptions of the research participants followed this
gleaned from their interactions with the principal investigator. I identified the most compelling
trends rising from the narratives as emergent themes.
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Chapter Five
Findings, Implications, and Recommendations
Summary of the Study
The purpose of this study has been to provide a detailed accounting of the perceptions of
a small group of Latino/a students who persisted to graduate with at least a two-year degree in
the last five years. Latino students have experienced a persistent trend of underachievement in
education for decades. Research into Latino graduation rates has focused on student departures
and identifying institutional or programmatic shortfalls, while fewer studies have concentrated
on how students could succeed (Elliott et al., 2013, Hernandez-Truyol, 1997; Martinez, 1994;
Montoya, 1994).
This research examines this issue from a slightly different perspective by giving voice to
a group of Latino students who persisted and highlights the wide-ranging institutional and
psychosocial factors affecting their decisions to persist through the combined lens of Critical
Race Theory (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017) and three of the grand theories of persistence and
retention (Tinto, 2013; Bean & Easton, 2006; Kuh 2006). Critical race purports the controlling
dominant classes create institutional impediments that provide structural advantages for certain
groups at the expense of others. Retention and persistence theory focuses on such factors as
individual student attributes, external interactions and the quality of the school’s program and
their impact on student persistence.
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In exploring this theme and to give voice to the thick, rich narratives of this hard-toreach, not easily identifiable and very small population of successful Latinos in higher education,
I guided this study throughout by the following questions:
Grand Tour
“What do some Latino students and their institutions do to enable decisions to persist,
and how do they do it?”
Research Sub-Questions
1. How do the participants make meaning of their experiences to persist to graduate?
2. What are the participants’ perceptions of the barriers to persistence?
3. What are the participants’ perceptions of the supports for persistence?
4. What advice would the participants have for students seeking to persist?
I recruited participants as described earlier by using a network sampling approach.
Leaders from within the Latino community in a city in the south-east agreed to reach out through
their local contacts to identify prospective research participants.
I drew the interview protocol from an extant review of the academic literature on CRT
and persistence and retention, especially as it applied to non-traditional, marginalized students.
The interviews took place in May-July 2020 and were recorded online using Zoom, primarily
because of the restrictions imposed by the Coronavirus quarantine. The interviews lasted
between 70 and 90 minutes.
The research participants all seem quite willing to discuss their experiences. They
recounted their personal experiences as first-generation students in the United States facing
multiple barriers and the strategies they used to persist. Participants shared perceptions of their
personal challenges, bureaucratic interactions, their academic experiences and the importance of
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a support network on their decisions to persist. They also provided recommendations for
professional practice looking to affect persistence in higher education.
I presented a narrative of each research participant to provide the reader with a rich, thick
detailing of their experiences. While the perceptions of each participant differed there were
many commonalities that surfaced in the data collection process that highlighted important trends
and implications.
The Data Collection Circle (Creswell and Poth, 2018 guided data collection and
analysis). Data analysis of the questionnaire, the interview and the follow-up communications,
were sorted using constant comparative analysis (CCM). The data was categorically aggregated
to discover relevant factors and discover emerging patterns and then placed into themes
(Creswell & Poth, 2018). Connections to the research questions highlighting linkages between
the participant’s particular circumstance and their persistence were detailed and information
providing context or depth to the participants’ authentic, lived experience was recorded. Last, I
identified trends across the data with themes and findings emerging.
In the rest of this chapter I reviewed the findings through a lens of the literature, while
assessing their commonalities, contradictions, and unanticipated outcomes as determined by the
research analysis. Finally, I highlighted implications for educational stakeholders looking to
affect underserved student persistence, offer recommendations for further research, and propose
a model for non-traditional, marginalized student persistence.
Findings
Personal Agency
While not one participant ever mentioned they seriously considered departing school,
they identified serious barriers causing them to forego complete semesters and endure significant
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personal stress. They also spoke of the complex financial challenges they faced, the academic
requirements and the pressures on them to persevere. After all the support they received and the
sacrifices endured, not wanting to disappoint those in their support network pushed the
participants to persevere and a developed sense of personal agency was critical. Personal agency
is the feeling of being in control of their own destiny (Bandura, 1997). Personal agency allowed
for a vision to develop in the participants about what was possible for them if they continued to
persevere and if they contained the factors within their locus of control. Personal agency has two
key components: a sense of efficacy, or the sense of a capacity to produce a specific result; and a
belief in the amount of control that can be exhibited over environmental factors (Bandura, 1997)
Ultimately, for the participants personal agency emerged as a key factor in reducing barriers to
persistence. They felt it could be managed by the decisions they make, the activities they select,
and how they establish the best uses of their time and effort.
Figure 7 is a representation of personal agency and its pathway to persistence:

Figure 7. Personal Agency Pathway to Persistence
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Personal agency and similar psychological concepts have been commonly used in
research to examine retention and persistence, but the particular perseverance demonstrated by
the participants is the factor that stands out from this research. Many of them committed 8-10
years of their lives to their educational pursuits. I find this is a significant commitment to
persevere and a substantial sign of a very developed sense of personal agency.
Support Network
In discussing the support network, the participants provided a most interesting discussion
of its value. Their overall assessment placed a support system as the most crucial factor in their
persistence. Financial assistance provided by the family was the most concrete support
mentioned by the participants. Whether it was parental support as with Angel, or spousal support
for Casandra and Abigail, financial support from the family network was deemed by all as the
single most important factor. Mia was the outlier in this regard, since she worked to help
provide for her family while she was attending college.
Even Sophia mentioned that while paying for school was her obligation, her parents
provided her with a car and some extra money as needed. While the financial assistance was
critical, each participant highlighted the significance of both help in the day-to-day tasks that
reduced distractions and the emotional support received during the tough times. Comments such
as ‘I never would have made it without’ were common and including listening, encouraging and
helping them through moments of doubt or confusion. This finding is consistent with the
literature on persistence, but the degree of criticality for the participants was unexpected.
All the participants highlighted the value of the support they received from some faculty
members in their schools. The mentor-type relationship, the participants claimed, allowed them
not only to identify a pathway to finishing, but a sense of belonging and identification with their
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chosen field of study. This finding is consistent with the literature on marginalized student
success.
Cost of Education
The personal sacrifices made by the participants so they could pay for their school was a
constant barrier they took special pride in overcoming. They all provided rich, detailed accounts
of their personal sacrifice and the sacrifices of their family in supporting their educational
pursuits. While lamenting the high cost of education, each participant characterized the
endeavor as worthwhile and that they would do it again if needed. The finding that the cost of
education was an important factor in persistence is consistent with the literature, but listening to
the dynamics of the managing day-to-day struggle was illuminating.
Educational Institutions
The form in which the participant’s, who encountered multiple, interrelated barriers,
described both the financial and academic advising at their schools was revealing. It appears for
most of the participants that began their journey in higher education at a local 2-year college
when they were in the most need and were most vulnerable, the advising was the weakest.
While the participants attributed this mostly to the sheer volume of students, it highlighted an
area where improvement is very much needed. Interestingly, the participants viewed this
challenge with the advisors as not particularly important for them. Many felt the advisers had
nothing substantive to convey to them that would make a difference in their day-to-day struggles.
The opposite seemed in effect as most of the participants praised their schools and the
professionalism of the faculty as they progressed in their degree completion at the university
level. The participants provided a multitude of examples of faculty mentoring with the key being
the faculty as role models. Each participant felt they could begin to see themselves through these
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mentors as being a part of their chosen field, which had a positive effect on their efforts to
persist.
The participants also had little use for remedial programs. Most indicated their schedules
did not allow for any extra time on remedial work, and they viewed their particular academic
struggles as a personal responsibility to overcome. Mia noted that she used tutors, both private,
and those provided by the school to help her through her toughest courses. She felt they were an
important factor. Abigail also commented on the use of tutors provided by the school, but there
was not a significant factor for her.
Connectivity was difficult given the traits of most of this particular group of students:
older; significant work and family obligations; financial challenges; commuter students; firstgeneration college students in the United States; and language and educational approach
disparities. The issues highlighted by the participants at their educational institutions were
consistent with the literature on persistence, though I would say the stark contrast between their
early and later experiences, especially the degree of importance given the mentors as role
models, was noteworthy.
Evolution of Aspirations
Perhaps the most surprising finding of this study is the evolution of aspirations of each of
the participants. There was an extraordinary difference between the aspirations of the
participants on their first day of school and their last. Each participant experienced a surprising
evolution of aspirations. Abigail, for example, began school with no clear idea of what she
wanted to study and zero English. A friend discussed nursing with her and she directed her
energies to this pursuit. Casandra did not understand what library science was when she began
school, but finished with a Master’s degree. Angel kept looking for an opportunity to practice
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law in the United States and he confronted several barriers that took years and incredible support
from his parents to overcome. These are just a few of the examples offered by the participants.
For me personally, this was the most interesting and most satisfying theme emerging
from this study. Each of the participants demonstrated a unique ability to adapt and take
advantage of opportunities they never really dreamed were available to them. I found very little
in the literature on persistence that looked at the evolution of aspirations, but it was an inspiring
finding.
The Primacy of External Interactions
The key finding of this study is the primacy of external interactions on persistence and
correlative effect of personal agency and the support system in overcoming them. It was clear
from the data that these research participants, with complex, interrelated external educational
barriers, would be much more severely tested without their strong support system and developed
sense of personal agency.
To explain these relationships in more detail, I would like to return to the Student
Retention Model (Bean & Easton, 2006) and discuss the implications of the 4 components of
environmental interaction: bureaucratic; academic; social and external interactions. This
explanatory model focusing on the academic psychology and environmental factors was revealed
to be the most useful from my perspective for this particular group of individuals.
For this study, Tinto’s model (1987, 2013) did not seem to be as applicable. His theory
highlighted the effects of a lack of clear academic goals and social integration that were not born
out in this study. Kuh (2006) identified the most significant factor for persistence to be “at the
intersection of student behaviors and institutional conditions is student engagement” (Kuh, 2006,
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p 8). This study found the primacy of personal agency and a strong support network to be more
impactful than institutional conditions.
The participants described in rich detail how external interactions made persistence
frequently more difficult, sometimes easier, and ultimately very satisfying. These interactions
ranged from crushing work schedules, to the endless quest to manage the day-to-day challenges
of full-time work, school and maintaining a balance with their personal support network. The
participants noted these interactions were in constant flux and shifted between semesters. For
the participants, the point where barriers really were outweighed by persistence and substantively
tipping the balance appeared to be when a legitimate path to success was perceived. They were
confident in their personal agency and they saw themselves in their chosen fields. Which brings
me back to the prescient words of Bean and Easton “Beliefs affect attitudes, attitudes affect
behaviors, and behaviors demonstrate intent.” (Bean & Easton, 2000, p. 49)
Figure 8 is a representation of the balance between external factors and personal agency
and the support network conveyed by the participants to form the basis for a theory of
persistence:

Figure 8. The Balance: External Factors & Personal Agency/Support Network
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Institutions still have a significant role in addressing persistence in higher education,
especially for non-traditional, marginalized students, since many of them do not have a
sufficiently developed support network. Institutions can reexamine how they conduct their
advising and student support services to enhance connectivity with their students, especially
those students from more underserved populations. Institutions can also look for more
innovative ways to expand financial options for students. I offered both issues in further detail
during the discussion below on the study’s implications for practice.
Implications for Practice
There were two major implications for practices that emerged from this study. The first
is a need for institutions to reimagine their advising and support services. This is not a new
problem, and it is a topic that has drawn considerable attention over the years from researchers
considering ways to improve retention and persistence. Each of the participants in this study found
advising, especially at the beginning of their academic endeavor, to not be very effective.
Connectivity could be especially difficult for the institutions given the traits of most of
these type students… older, significant work and family obligations, commuter student, and
difficulties with English, but there are options available. Students need to see the relevance of
the course or program to their future, and the design must accommodate the diverse learning
styles of today. The institutions could also promote strategies to improve connectivity between
advisers, faculty, and students.
Advisers and faculty could be assigned specific students, instead of the all-too-frequent;
take a number and take a seat approach. Advisers could work to understand the particular
circumstance of their assigned students and offer more practical guidance. Regular meetings a
couple of times during the semester with a faculty member or adviser who knew your name
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could improve connectivity and a sense of belonging. Several of the participants felt even an
occasional email or text could offer encouragement at a time when the student was having some
personal or academic challenge. They thought anything that could build a sense of belonging
and strengths within the student’s support network would be useful.
By far, the most significant implication for practice is the need for educational
stakeholders to reimagine how they could reduce the financial barriers to persisting. The cost of
education was the most dominant issue for all the participants. Few found any scholarship or
grant programs that fit their particular circumstance. In the literature on persistence, paying for
college is not a new issue and is viewed as a complex and often defeating barrier for many
students.
Perhaps stakeholders could consider something like the “National Service GI Bill Act”
introduced by Congressman Michael Waltz in February 2020. This proposal would recognize
service in areas like inner-city tutoring, Habitat for Humanity, working in the National Parks,
the Federal Emergency Management Association (FEMA) Volunteer Corps, working with
seniors, and the Peace Corps. Under this proposal, after a year of service full costs for
community college, a trade school, or in-state tuition at a four-year public college or university
would be covered. The program could be expanded to more closely mirror the GI Bill in terms of
service and benefits, and could include paying back existing loans. This type of program could
go a long way in mitigating the most consequential barrier to persistence in higher education.
Recommendations for Further Research
This study recommends the following topics for consideration of further research:
1. Because of the small sample size, further studies of Latinos persisting in higher education
across other geographical areas or in differing types of institutions could be beneficial.
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2. In this study no Mexican-Americans participated. Perhaps future research could focus on
this particular group of Latinos to determine if the findings are similar across different
Latino population groups. In addition, there was a gender imbalance to the study (4
female to 1 male participant). Perhaps future studies with larger samples could consider
any gender-specific supports or barriers.
3. Further research examining similar supports and barriers across other underserved
populations could produce new themes and more insightful findings on persistence in
higher education.
4. I identified personal agency and a strong support network in this study as key
components of persistence in higher education, comparing them with other factors
affecting non-traditional, marginalized populations could yield useful information.
5. Since a key finding of this study recommended improved advising programs at the
community college level, further studies identifying best practices in advising could be
valuable.
6. Additional empirically based studies on evolving aspirations in college students, across
other geographical areas, with other groups of students and at differing types of
institutions could be a beneficial area for further research.
7. As mentioned in the discussion of methodology, I encountered a situation where a
participant was deceptive regarding their inclusion criteria. This issue was not revealed
until data analysis was underway. Further research on this occurrence could determine if
it is a more relevant factor in qualitative research studies.
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Conclusion: A Model for Disadvantage Student Persistence
Returning one last time to the Student Retention Model (Bean & Easton, 2006), the
social, academic, bureaucratic and external factors under the environmental interactions segment
of the model appear to be equivalent, with no apparent graded differentiation for significance.
For this particular group of non-traditional students with multiple, interrelated barriers, the
decisive point, the center of gravity for persistence, lies squarely within their external
interactions. As Figure 9 shows:

Figure 9. Non-traditional, Marginalized Student Model of Persistence

Persistence depends on whether the individual can match the means with the ends to
contest the myriad of day-to-day challenges and persist. If these external interactions are not
163

managed, conflict with the competing interactions can spiral downward and confound the
capacity of the individual to persist.
There were multiple examples from all the research participants on their ability to create
leverage points to make persistence more likely. Leverage points are created as the student
integrates, coordinates, and synchronizes the week to week, semester to semester obligations,
with their work and other obligations. Mentors, study groups, supportive family members and
economic factors can positively influence leverage points and frequently tip the balance in favor
of persistence. The commitment to the timely management of the myriad of day-to-day
challenges and marshaling the energy needed at the moment fosters a capacity to persist. Things
as small as a family issue, poor schedule options for a required class, a poor grade, or a difficulty
at work can challenge persistence as leverage points. This group, however, could successfully
confront these complexities and make judgments as to the best uses of their time and energy to
confront the vast array of interrelated, multi-faceted challenges and persist.
Persistence for these research participants did not appear dependent on any one set of
entry characteristics universally applied. Their entry characteristics were as varied as the
individuals themselves, but personal agency, coping strategies and motivation all appear crucial
elements in persistence.
I could characterize these participants as Patton Exemplars and their narratives
considered in ongoing developmental evaluations on persistence in higher education for
underserved populations. Insights gained from these developmental evaluations into how
leverage points affect persistence in the face of some very complex barriers could result in some
consequential findings.
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Appendix B: Introductory Email to Prospective Participants
Dear [Name],
Thank you for being willing to participate in my research study. My dissertation will try
to answer the question: Why some Latino students succeed in higher education, while a
significant majority do not persist to graduate from college. The research will consider the most
impactful supports and barriers faced by Latino students as they persist to graduate.
I am looking for participants who: identify as Latino; are 18 years of age, or older; firstgeneration college student (not necessarily first-generation Latino in USA); recipient of financial
aid (ie. Pell Grant); tested out or graduated from an English for Academic Purposes Program;
and graduated with at least an Associate’s degree. It is my understanding; you meet these
requirements. If you would still like to be involved in this study, please review the following
attachments. The first is a consent form, which explains the purpose and focus of my study. If
you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me. The second attachment is a
background questionnaire. Please answer the questions to the best of your ability. If you are
uncomfortable about any of the questions, you can just leave them blank and move on to the next
one.
Thank you for your time, and do not hesitate to contact me anytime. Once I receive your
completed questionnaire, I will contact you via email to schedule the interview.
Sincerely,
Ron
Ronald MacCammon
Doctoral student at the University of South Florida
maccammon@mail.usf.edu
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Appendix C: Personal & Background Information

1.

What is your name?

2.

Email?

3.

Phone number?

4.

Were you born in the United States, if not, at what age did your arrive?

5.

What is the highest level of education you completed?

6.

How many colleges have you attended?

7.

Did you attend school full-time or part-time?

8.

What was your major area of study?

9.

Which of the following were challenges for you while in college? (Circle all that apply):
a.
Being a single parent.
b.
Coordinating childcare to fit your work/school schedule.
c.
Sufficient financial assistance available to facilitate your studies.
d.
The cost of books and school materials.
e.
Full-time employment or over 25 hours per week part-time.
g.
Home access to technology (computer, printer, internet)
i.
Have you taken out student loans to pay for your education?

10.

How would you describe your living situation while you were in college? (Circle all that
applied)
a.
By yourself.
b.
With other students on campus.
c.
With other students off campus.
d.
With others who were not students.
e.
With my parents(s), a family member, or a guardian at our home.
f.
With a husband/wife/or partner
g.
With my child/children as a single parent.
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11.

Are you currently working in an area directly linked to your education?

12.

What language did you primarily speak at home when you were growing up?

13.
What language do you primarily speak with your friends?
_________________________________________________
14.
How would you describe your family and background, specifically their educational
experiences and socioeconomic condition?
15. Please provide some brief initial thoughts on the following questions:
a.

What are your perceptions of the most important factors affecting your success in
higher education?

b.

What are your perceptions of the most significant barriers to success that you
encountered in higher education?

c.

Consider for a moment other students that you knew during your time in higher
education. From your perspective, what were the most critical factors in their
success?

d.

Consider for a moment other students that you knew during your time in higher
education. From your perspective, what were the most significant barriers to their
success?

e.

What advice would you have for other students who want to succeed in higher
education?

Pseudonym List:

1. Santiago
2. Matías
3. Sebastián
4. Mateo
5. Nicolás
6. Alejandro
7. Samuel
8. Diego
9. Daniel
10. Benjamin

1. Emma
2. Olivia
3. Ava
4. Isabella
5. Sophia
6. Mia
7. Charlotte
8. Amelia
9. Evelyn
10. Abigail
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Appendix E: Interview Protocol for Research Participants
Preamble
Thanks very much for taking the time to meet with me today. I am a doctoral student at the
University of South Florida conducting this research for my dissertation. My dissertation will
examine the question: why have some Latino students been able to persist and graduate from
college? I expect that the biographical information and interview will take around an hour each
to complete, with the interview to be recorded on Zoom.
With the biographical information and during the interview, I will ask you questions about your
schooling; your family; and about the people in your life that influenced your decision to attend
college, as well as questions about the supports and barriers you have faced in persisting at
school, and how you were able to overcome them.
The information provided from the biographical information will be used as background for
determining the questions for the interview. Before I start the interview, you will ask any
questions about the consent form. Before we start, I would like to go over the informed consent
form with you. Do you have any questions, or concerns before we start?

Review of Personal & Background Information

Family & Work Obligations
1. What was the highest grade your parents completed in school?
2. What was the highest grade any siblings of yours has completed?
3. Do your parents work full-time?
4. Do any other members of your family work full-time?
5. What has been the effect on you of your family’s educational expectations?
6. What responsibilities other than being a student did you have?
7. What impact do those obligations have on your ability to attend school?
8. Did they affect your grades?
9. Did they reduce your study time or affect your involvement in school activities?
10. How did you pay for school?
11. What’s a typical day/week/semester like?
12. How would your characterize the financial barriers you encountered?
13. How did you overcome the barrier of work?
14. Did you work to help out your family financially?
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Education
1. How would you describe your secondary schooling?
2. Do you believe your secondary schooling prepared you well for higher education?
3. What math classes did you take in high school?
4. Did you feel prepared for your math classes in college?
5. What English classes did you take in high school?
6. Did you feel prepared for your English and math classes in college?
7. Did you attend ESL classes while in secondary school?
8. How effective were they for you?
9. When you started college did you think you had the knowledge, and abilities to persist?
10. What were your academic strongpoints before you went to college?
11. What were your concerns before you began your college classes?

Decision to Attend College
1. What best describes your decision to attend college?
2. What best describes the impact your family, friends and any mentors had on your
decision to attend college?
3. How supportive were they? For example, did your family or friends support your
decisions? Were your parents able to help you pay for school? Was your education a
priority for the family?
4. Who helped you navigate the process to apply for and enroll in school? If so, how?
5. Who else affected your decision to attend college? (High school faculty and staff, mentor
at work, or church)? In what way?
6. What role did college admissions and financial aid counselors? In what way?
7. How effectively did they meet your needs?
8. How effective was the counseling you received, or the process of classmates you have
direct knowledge?
9. Who had the greatest impact on your choice to go to school, and why?
Goals and Expectations
1. What was your single most motivating factor that influenced you decisions to go to
school?
2. What were some characteristics that influenced your decision (location, number of Latino
students)?
3. What did you think college would be like?
4. Were your expectations met?
5. In what ways were your expectations not met?
6. How did your college experience affect your life?
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7. Have your goals changed since you graduated?
8. Did graduating from college affect your life that you imagined?
9. Looking back on the college experience, what could have been done to make the process
easier or better for you (the application, or registration process, financial aid, program
advising)?
10. Was there a time when you wanted to depart school?
11. What were the most important factors in your decision to persist?

The School
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Please describe your academic experience at school?
How often would you meet with faculty members? In their office? After class?
Were they supportive of what you were studying?
Describe your social experiences while in school.
Were you able to make new friends?
Have you joined any student groups, or organizations?
Describe the college administrators, or teachers who helped you the most in your decision
to persist in school?
8. How connected to the college have you felt?
9. From your perspective, what makes this connection easier? More difficult?
10. How much time were you on campus? For what purposes?
11. Do you wish you had more time to spend on campus?
12. What barriers did you face in school?
13. Have you faced discrimination on campus? From other students, instructors, or
administration? How did you handle this barrier?
14. Is there anything else you think impacted your decisions to persist? and what helped you
to persist?

Closing
Thanks again for taking the time to participate in this research study and for speaking so candidly
about your experiences. I appreciate your honest and openness about your life. I will forward
you a transcription of our conversation so that you can review it and make any additions or
corrections.
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Email Follow-up to the Participant Interview
I would like to thank you for again for allowing me a chance to ask a few more questions about
your lived experience in higher education. To understand your experience better, I asked you
about the supports and barriers that you faced along the way and how you overcame the
challenges.
1. Is there anything that came to mind since our interview that you wanted to
share?
2. Were you able to review the transcript from your interview? Were there any
sections you wanted to add more information to, or that you thought were not
accurately captured?

Thanks again for your time and patience in helping me with this important research project.
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